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Chapter 1:

Nemesis

60,000-year countdown has ended

Nemesis 1 Released

Please acknowledge

James blinked blearily and swiped his gloved hand at the glowing letters. They didn’t disappear. He frowned, turning away, and they tracked with his line of sight, bright green against a subtly darker rectangle, hovering in mid-air at a distance of some three feet from his face.

He tried to turn away again, but the center arms on the wooden bench were designed to keep people like him from getting too comfortable.

Didn’t stop him from trying, though.

“Damn it,” he hissed at last and sat up. It was cold. His breath misted in the air. He looked around. The subway platform was empty. The fluorescent bulbs in their long casings filled the air with toxic white light. The tracks on either side of the platform were endless black strips of rusted rails, old wooden ties, and the shifting, scurrying forms of New York City’s truest citizens, the rats.

He was all alone down here.

“What the hell?” James rubbed at his eyes and then frowned at the green lettering. His head swam from the last effects of the wine he’d finished earlier that night. But the green letters were crisp and clear.

And they weren’t going anywhere.

Too steady and weird to be a hallucination. Some form of new advertising? Who the fuck would bother marketing to him, though? And this wasn’t selling anything. It was threatening.

Nemesis 1?

Had the government implanted something in his head? Some sort of ocular overlay? He’d been in the hospital six months ago when that asshole had swerved to hit him on purpose. Concussion, broken left leg, broken ribs. Had the hospital staff realized he’d never pay, and installed something to keep track of him?

James screwed up his face in annoyance. Didn’t make sense. The message would be about hospital bills if so.

Again, he waved his hand before his face, then stopped. The lettering disappeared when his hand interposed itself. If it was an ocular projection, they’d simply ripple over his palm.

But no. He could block them out.

Which meant they weren’t originating from him.

James sat up a little more.

Again, he looked up and down the platform. Nobody. Were there cameras? Was he on a reality show?

Hell, was he still asleep?

James slapped his bearded cheek. Slapped himself harder.

The words remained in the air before him.

Fully awake now, he read them again. 60,000-year countdown. What was that about? Humans had discovered agriculture twelve thousand years ago. What had started fifty thousand years before that? And who’d been around to start a count down? Aliens?

Nah.

Nemesis 1 released. Code for some sort of virus? Military operation? Some kind of crazy gamer thing?

No idea.

The last line though was a question.

“Acknowledged,” he rasped and the words disappeared abruptly.

James jerked back, surprised, and looked up and down the platform again. Silence. The trains ran twice an hour this deep into the night. The white lights blared down onto the bright yellow stippled strips on the platform’s edges. The white tiles on the walls beyond the tracks seemed to glow. The tunnel mouths at either end were cavernous and hungry.

Ominous, somehow.

Had he activated something?

Instincts honed by five years living on the streets told him it was time to go.

He rose, slung his grubby backpack over one shoulder, and started making his way toward the broad staircase that led up to the station and then the street.

Panicked squeaks.

All the rats were suddenly pouring down the tracks, dozens of them, racing in unison away from the left tunnel mouth just beyond the stairs.

James froze.

He’d seen New York rats ignore trains and empty cans thrown at them, flaunting their ownership of the city.

Nothing scared a big city rat.

He squinted into the darkness. The bright lights ruined his dark vision. He shielded his eyes. The darkness was almost impenetrable.

Almost.

Was that movement?

Yes.

Something was approaching. Small. Walking. Drawing closer to the light from the depths.

James felt his gut clench. A child?

He knew it was no child, but he couldn’t shake a lifetime of being raised in the normal world that easily.

“Hey, you a kid?” It was a ridiculous thing to shout out. “Hey. You all right in there?”

The small, shadowed shape paused. Then it made a hissing sound that caused the hairs on James’s arms to prickle, his mouth to dry up, and for him to take an involuntary step backward.

Not a hiss. An inhuman giggle.

“Fuck this,” he whispered and ran the last dozen yards over the gray tiles to the base of the steps. His left leg twinged with pain as he hauled himself up the stairs, breathing harshly.

The ticket station was closed. The magazine kiosk had its roller metal awning pulled all the way down and padlocked. Turnstiles gleamed; their arms endlessly polished by passengers pushing through. Movie posters on the walls, trash kicked across the floor.

Still nobody.

He went to leg it up the final flight of stairs to the street but paused to glance back down to the platform. He couldn’t help it.

The small figure had stepped into view.

It weren’t no kid.

Small, wiry, two feet tall, it looked like one of the gremlins from the eighties movie. Batwing ears, triangular face, mouth filled with needle-like teeth, eyes like twin rubies with vertical black pupils shoved into its head. Naked and sexless, it was covered in black, scaly skin like an iguana, and each finger ended in inch-long talons. Even from the top of the stairs, James could tell they were wickedly sharp.

“What the fuck,” he croaked.

The… gremlin? It grinned at him. There was no mistaking the malice behind its widening smile, the intelligence gleaming in its red eyes.

It crouched as if about to leap up the stairs at him.

James ran.

Didn’t even feel his left leg. He burst through the exit turnstile, pounded across the station, and took the next set of steps three at a time.

Once he’d been in great shape. For a second he felt as if his old body had been returned to him. He flew up the stairs and burst out onto the street, gasping and panting.

The irrational fear that he’d emerge into a deserted world was immediately dispelled. Cars rolled down the street, even at this hour. The bar across the way blared a Journey song into the bitter cold night. The restaurants and shops were closed, sure, but here and there people were still out. A small group of college kids, drunk and laughing and making their way to their next destination. Another homeless dude in a doorway, layered up in old sleeping bags and blankets, barely visible.

The sounds of the city washed over him. The distant rumble of a train. Honks from Flushing Avenue a few blocks away. A crowd singing to the Journey song with raucous abandon.

Reality.

James passed his hand over his sweaty brow. His heart was pounding. A dream. No, a hallucination. Something wrong with him. A bad trip, though he’d not taken anything.

Trembling with the excess adrenaline, he took a deep breath and looked down into the subway station, confident that he’d see nothing, that the bad juju was over. Nothing like some cold February night air to wash the madness out of your system.

The gremlin was making its way up the stairs, eyes locked on him.

James let out a cry and stumbled back. Ran into the street. A car slammed on its horn as it swerved around him. James nearly fell, his backpack sliding down to the crook of his elbow. He ran across both lanes to the bar. Paddy’s Luck. Big windows revealed the crowded interior. TV screens high above the bar, the last of the crowd around cocktail tables or bellied up. A galaxy of bottles gleamed from the backlighting.

Three guys stood by the front door, two smoking, one clearly working.

“Hey, whoa,” said the bouncer. “You all right there, brother?”

James couldn’t go in. Places like Paddy’s Luck weren’t for the likes of him. But he ignored the bouncer, looked back, and saw the gremlin emerge into the open, its manner hesitant.

“There,” he said, pointing. “You see that?”

The three men looked at the subway entrance. Their expressions were blank. Mystified.

“The 43rd Street station?” asked the bouncer.

James thrust his finger back at the gremlin. “No! That thing! The… the gremlin thing, there, right there!”

The gremlin crouched upon the sidewalk, glanced back and forth as if learning how the cars moved, then grinned and began to lope across the street toward them when traffic died.

“Don’t see nothing, brother man,” said the bouncer. “Look, you want me to call someone? Friendship House is only a dozen blocks away…”

James felt his mind warp under the stress. The gremlin was there. The way the city lights played off its wiry body, the animal-like manner with which it ran across the lanes, he couldn’t be making that up.

But the three guys didn’t see it.

Was this it? Had he finally cracked? It wasn’t textbook. But perhaps schizophrenia? A brain tumor? Lewy body dementia? Charles Bonnet syndrome?

But his instincts told him no.

That thing was no hallucination. Hallucinations weren’t introduced by floating green text.

Regardless, basic survival instincts told him to keep it the hell away. Hallucination or not, he wasn’t going to let it get close.

James darted into Paddy’s.

“Hey!” shouted the bouncer angrily. “You can’t—”

The air became warm, filled with the smells of sweat, cologne, and booze. People mostly ignored him, which forced him to shove past, earning angry words that turned into recoil and shock.

Party kids didn’t like seeing homeless dudes in their bar.

James glanced back. The bouncer was surging after him, all kindness gone, his expression like a closed fist. But the gremlin had also entered the bar. James caught a flash of its black-scaled form as it slid ahead of the bouncer, fast and nimble in the crowd.

“Get out of the way!” hollered James, abandoning his backpack as it became entangled in the press. He’d never make the rear of the place. He needed high ground.

He shoved his way up to the bar. Drinks spilled, people shouted, and one of the bartenders scowled at him, a huge dude with tattoo sleeves up both arms.

Where was it? Where was it?

James had to get out of the press of bodies. He slammed a filthy hand on the glowing white bar and heaved himself up.

There was still some of that old strength in him. He knocked more bottles and glasses over, rose to his knees, to turn and stare down at the ground.

The whole bar was staring at him now, ignoring the ending to the song, the singing having died down. The bouncer was there, reaching up for him, and he felt a strong hand grab his pants by the knee.

But the gremlin. There. Eyes burning like twin embers in the gloom by the floor. It grinned up at him and then, like a flea, it leaped.

James screamed as it latched onto his chest, talons cutting through his thick army jacket, weirdly light but viciously strong. It was all ropey muscle and sinew.

James tried to wrest it away, but it jerked forward and bit into the side of his neck.

He didn’t feel much pain—or, there was pain, but it was clinical. Sheer adrenaline kept him going. He grasped the gremlin by the throat and shoved it away.

It came off with a chunk of flesh in its mouth.

Blood splattered over the white bar, over the upturned faces, over the bouncer’s outstretched arms.

The music was blaring, but a moment later screams filled the air as college kids turned to each other, wide-eyed with horror and panic, blood running down their cheeks.

The bouncer froze.

The gremlin squirmed in James’s grip. But he wasn’t going to let it get away. It lacerated the sleeves of his thick coat, shredding the stiff canvas material. James shook it, but this was going nowhere.

He needed to kill it.

With a shout, he dropped to the bar and slammed the gremlin as hard as he could against its white, glowing surface.

The thick plexiglass cracked as the gremlin’s head bounced off it.

Still, it hissed and scratched, tearing at his arms now. Blood was pouring from James’s neck, stark and crimson on the luminous bar, smearing as the gremlin wrenched this way and that.

But James was bigger.

Fear, doubt, panic, all of it went away.

Leaving only cold fury.

His old fury, his truest companion. A fury that was always with him, but always undirected, or pointed at himself.

Finally, though, in this moment, he had something to take it out on.

He grabbed a bottle by the neck. Liquid flowed out the open top as he raised it on high and clubbed the gremlin’s hideous face.

Again. And again. And again.

The bartender had him by the waist, trying to pull him off the bar. But James was rigid. He smashed the bottle till the gremlin’s skull split, till black blood poured out to mix with his red, till brains oozed out and its arms and legs ceased twitching.

The crowd was shoving away, making it hard for the other bouncers to get to him, but the bartender was bigger than all of them put together and finally heaved James down onto the rubber mat that covered the floor behind the bar.

The guy was shouting something down at him, but James had ceased struggling. He knew he had to apply pressure to his wound, that somebody needed to call 9-1-1, that he was entering shock, that depending on how much blood he’d lost he didn’t have much time.

But he stared past the bartender’s pale smear of a face at where new words had appeared, somehow precise and legible even as the rest of the world grew blurry and then faded away:

Nemesis 1 Defeated

Personal Statistics Unlocked

You are #2,789 to survive Global First Wave Nemesis 1 Incursion

Title Earned: Vanguard

4 Days till Nemesis 2 Released

90 Days till Pits Open

Dawn of the Void has begun


Chapter 2:

This Makes Total Sense

James emerged smoothly from his sleep. He was propped up on a clean bed. There were people around him—doctors, nurses—but they were paying attention to other people. He was groggy. He’d been given anesthesia, he realized. Bright lights overhead, that old, familiar smell. An emergency room.

He forced himself to relax. To work his thoughts through the fug of chemicals and exhaustion. Not in the Outpatient Surgery Unit, so it couldn’t have been too serious. Then again, how many patients were being seen right now?

A row of ten beds extended down the length of the ER and into the broad hallway that terminated in double doors leading to surgery. A young man was seated on the edge of the next bed over in a hospital gown, a nurse taking his vitals, sterilized bandages wrapped around his arm and shoulder.

Everyone down the length of the ER was similarly bandaged to one degree or another.

Twisting his head, James saw that they were double-stacked. His row was set out before the partitioned cubicles in which more people lay recovering.

It was all so familiar. The codes being called out, the murmur of voices, the tapestry of groans and whimpers, the rapid tread of shoes on linoleum. The chemical smells, the strong antiseptic.

The gremlin.

He saw it pinned on the bar as he clubbed it to death.

James’s whole body tensed and he sat up, the IV tubes entering his arm swinging. Saline. Blood.

He raised his hand to his neck. Stiff, thickly layered bandages were wrapped over the bite wound. His arms were also wrapped from the wrists to the elbows.

“Hello, Mr. Kelly.” A nurse stopped by his bed. She studied her tablet, tapped it quickly, scrolled, tapped, looked up at him, and smiled. “How are you feeling?”

“Fine,” he rasped.

“That’s good. No pain?”

“No.”

“Nausea?”

“None.”

“Good, good.” She looked past him at a mobile vital signs machine, made more notes, then scrutinized his bandages.

“What’s going on?” asked James, looking around the packed ER. “Why’s this place so crowded?”

Though he already knew.

She ignored his question. “You lost a good amount of blood and took a nasty bite to the side of your neck. But we’ve taken good care of you, and you should be ready for discharge soon.”

James frowned. “I don’t need to talk to the cops?”

“Mmm.” She tapped on her tablet again. “Normally, with the disorderly conduct, yes. Tonight? We’re stretched too thin, and the police… well. They’re busy? Your report says you cut yourself with a bottle, but clearly, you suffered a dog bite, so. No cops.”

“These other folks. They were also attacked?”

The nurse hesitated. “Ye-es.” She clearly didn’t want to talk about it. “It’s… it’s been a weird night. Now, we’ve got you on amoxicillin, and you’ll need to pick up more on your way out along with your pain medication. Dog bites can be quite nasty—”

“This wasn’t a dog bite.”

The nurse hesitated again. Blinked, and visibly decided to not have heard him. “Unfortunately, I’ve got to keep moving, but ring if the pain increases.”

And with that, she hit him with her patented smile and walked away.

What the hell? None of it was supposed to work like this.

“Hilarious, isn’t it?” A woman in her early thirties lay in the bed to his left, forearm bandaged but wearing her street clothes, a little black dress and knee-high boots. Even from where he lay, James could smell the booze and cigarette smoke on her, and from the smeared make-up it was obvious she’d been sobbing hard not too long ago. She was composed now, though, and some part of him registered that she’d been beautiful, once; but like almost everyone he knew, she clearly lived hard and suffered from it.

“Rabies.” She rolled her eyes. “They’re trying so, so hard to believe the city was invaded by an army of rabid raccoons. It’s adorable.”

James’s instinct was to just get out, but he needed more information. Confirmation that he wasn’t going insane. “You were attacked?”

“Little shit with huge ears? Worst come-on in the world. And trust me, that’s a high bar. There I was at Kill Switch, trying, just… like, innocently trying to do a line when these words appeared, and I was like, oh shit, this stuff is good, but then…” She waved a hand. “He showed up…”

James leaned closely. “So, you acknowledged, or whatever?”

“I think so?” She blinked at him. “He came out of one of the stalls. When nobody else screamed, I was convinced I was on a bad trip, but then the little shit bit me.”

James tried to picture it. Some lurid club bathroom, women peering into the mirror, none of them reacting to the gremlin. “How’d you get away with just the one bite?”

“Hmm?” She closed her eyes. “I shot it. Glock 43. Never leave home without it. Man, you should have heard those bitches scream…”

There was more he wanted to ask her, but his skin was crawling. He had to get out of here. He pulled the tape off the inside of his elbow and pulled the IV out. No cotton swab or bandage to stanch the blood, but he didn’t give a shit. Instead, he stood and found his legs shaky, but after a second knew he could walk out.

Which was… impressive, given what he’d been through. No matter. He’d figure that out later.

“Where you going?” asked the woman.

“Away from here.”

She looked around, a calculating expression crossing her face, then nodded. “You know what? That’s a good idea. I’m supposed to talk to the cops, but seeing as there aren’t any around…”

With no IV, she simply swung her legs over and stood. Tottered for a moment, then caught her balance. “There.”

James didn’t wait for her. He navigated the press till he reached the supervisor on duty at her station and demanded his belongings back.

“Sir,” she began tiredly, “you’re not cleared to leave just yet, we need to monitor—”

He caught her gaze and held it. “I wish to be discharged. Now. I understand the risks. I have no complaints. Please bring me my stuff.”

The woman was clearly exhausted and at the limits of her patience. “Fine. You know what? Fine. Get dressed then talk to the front desk about your insurance situation.”

A moment later his clothing and belongings were handed to him in a clear bag, along with his prescriptions. He stepped into a triage room by the entrance to the ER lobby and got dressed.

His heavy coat was ruined. James considered wearing it anyway, then sighed and gave it up for lost. Too much blood, too many tears. Damn it. He’d liked that coat. But he pulled on his jeans, thermal shirt, Led Zeppelin t-shirt, and his old, discolored hoodie, all large enough for him to insert his bandaged arm through, and stashed his cell phone in his back pocket.

Then he froze, stared at the wall, and cursed.

His backpack.

Lost.

The weight of bleak emotion was crushing. All his shit.

For a moment he just stood there, then he roused himself. Pulled on his busted boots, left his gown in the bag with his coat, and stepped out into the lobby.

They weren’t even demanding to know his insurance info or home address. Shit had to be real, real bad.

No sign of the other woman. Ah well. Probably for the best.

Ignoring the stares, he strode out the entrance into the gray dawn light. The cold stabbed into him, immediate and cruel. An ambulance was pulled up before the curb, back doors open, EMTs getting a badly savaged man out the back.

James felt a knife of regret and old pain twist in his innards. The uniforms, the language, the brisk efficiency—all of it brought so much back. But he shoved his hands into his hoodie’s pockets and turned away.

“So, where we going?” asked the woman, stepping out of the shadows to walk beside him.

He glanced at her dubiously.

“What?” Her smile was charming but as mechanical as the nurse’s had been. “You expect a girl to face her Nemesis 2 alone?”

Nemesis 2.

James froze.

“That’s right. It hasn’t gone away.” She pulled her black jacket around herself tightly and shivered. “Fuck, I hate being in the city in winter. You got any cash? Want to go get a drink and talk?”

“I look like I got cash?”

She smiled, unabashed. “Never hurts to ask. Fine. But for real. I want to talk. About all of this. I know a place. Should still be open.”

James rubbed a hand over his beard and turned to gaze over the hospital complex, the flashing ambulance lights, the lit-up windows, the towers. All so normal. So real. And yet.

Nemesis 2.

He frowned, stared off into the middle distance, and words appeared in his vision.

90 Hours till Nemesis 2 Released

“What the fuck is this?”

“Honey, you’re asking the wrong person.” She slid an arm companionably through his own and started walking along the sidewalk. “But it’s a few blocks to the next bus stop, and since none of us can afford an Uber, I say we start walking. The name’s Serenity, by the way.”

James allowed her to pull him along. More ambulance sirens were approaching. He just couldn’t wrap his head around it. He wanted to babble a bunch of questions at Serenity, but that wasn’t his way, and she didn’t seem to know shit, either.

The green letters hovered in his vision, then simply disappeared when he willed them away.

“Yeah,” he rasped. “I need that drink.”

Half an hour later they staggered down steep steps into a sublevel bar so seedy it had no sign out front and was barely noticeable from the curb. The place was a narrow slot with a bar running down its length and a single row of tall tables pressed against the opposite wall. Thousands of beer mats were stapled to the ceiling, and the place stank of smoke and piss. An old TV was affixed in the back corner, and the bar had been painted over so many times it was glossy and without any edges at all.

“Herman, darling, we too early for breakfast?” Serenity grabbed a stool and slid into it with the practiced familiarity of a lifer. “Got any huevos rancheros?”

“What the hell happened to you?” The old man behind the bar was so small and slender that he looked like a weirdly aged child. “How’d you bust your arm this time?”

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. I’ll take a White Russian. Mr. Kelly?”

He’d never told her his first name. “I got no money.”

“Pah, Serenity’ll take care of you this time.” She reached into her bra to pull out a folded rectangle of cash. “Get Mr. Kelly here a whiskey.”

Herman eyed them both, then shrugged, took the money, and stepped away.

Serenity turned to him and propped her chin on her palm, slouching over as if she might fall asleep any minute. “So, what do you think? It’s a bit too technical for the Rapture, in my opinion.”

“I don’t know.” James smoothed down his beard, glanced at the front door, at her, then at the TV. “It don’t make no sense. There’s no such thing as gremlins.”

“That what you calling it? Nah, darling, that was a demon. I was raised Catholic.” She crossed herself. “This makes total sense.”

“But the text? What did it say, after we killed it?”

And summoned by his thought, the words appeared before him once more:

Nemesis 1 Defeated

Personal Statistics Unlocked

You are #2,789 to survive Global First Wave Nemesis 1 Incursion

Title Earned: Vanguard

89 Hours till Nemesis 2 Released

90 Days till Pits Open

Dawn of the Void has begun

“What’s it all mean? Global First Wave? You think this is happening everywhere?”

“Far as I know, that’s what ‘global’ means. Thanks, Herman. You’re a sweetheart.”

The bartender set their drinks down on coasters and walked away.

James had to fight to not snatch up the whiskey and drain it. Given his condition, drinking was a terrible idea, but fuck that. He took a deep sip. Let the cheap shit wash down his throat and light a fire.

“Ah, heaven,” said Serenity. “Much better. So yeah. Global. Doesn’t sound good.”

“Vanguard. That must be because we were part of the first wave,” he continued.

“What I’m curious about is this whole ‘personal statistics’ part,” said Serenity, then froze.

“What?”

She blinked and sat up straight. “Open yours up.”

James frowned, focused on that line, and the text changed.

Name: James Kelly

Class: None

Rank: Mendicant 1

Title: Vanguard

Virtues: None

Benedictions: None

First Miracle: None

Second Miracle: None

Third Miracle: None

Aura: None

Aura Strength: None

Aeviternum Points: 1

Strength: 6

Stamina: 5

Speed: 6

Agility: 4

Power: 5

Arete: 8

Unspent Points: 5

James read it all quickly, then stared through the text at the equally non-plussed Serenity.

“What the hell is all this?”

“I don’t know.” She took a big gulp of her White Russian and set it down with newfound resolve. “But I hate anything unspent. Goes against my nature. Let’s see what we can buy.”


Chapter 3:

Arete

James reread his personal statistics. They reminded him of the Dungeons and Dragons game he’d played back in high school. But none of the rest made any sense.

“Definitely Catholic,” murmured Serenity. “All this miracle and benediction shit? Man, am I relieved to have been born into the right religion. Sucks to be you, rest of the world.”

“You got ‘none’ next to everything?”

“Except for my rank and Aeviternum Points, whatever that is,” said Serenity distractedly. “Ooh. Focus on your unspent points, and it shows you where you can spend them.”

James did so, exhaustion and blood loss and the booze making him feel like he was floating. The first half of the sheet disappeared, leaving only the Strength and other stuff.

“What’s Arete?” he asked.

“That I don’t know. Why don’t we have Beauty as a stat? Or Wealth? Give me some… Power sounds good. And some Agility. And oh, I always wanted to be strong.”

James dismissed his own sheet to watch Serenity. She’d gone still, sat up straighter, and was frowning as she stared down at herself.

She’d changed.

It was subtle, but it was there. Her face had filled out a little, losing some of that rawboned gauntness, and she just looked… healthier. James had seen every kind of addiction during his past life, and then even more so once going homeless. He’d learned to spot desperation, febrile need, the monster that once awakened never went back to sleep.

Serenity still had her edge, but now… now it looked as if the clock had been rewound on her by a few years. As if she’d not made quite as many mistakes, spent quite as many nights losing sight of her dreams.

“Damn,” she whispered huskily and then gave a startled laugh. “This… I mean, this is better than… what the fuck?”

James felt a shiver of excitement. “It actually works?”

“Try it for yourself. Yeah, it works.”

He summoned his statistics, considering them carefully. They were all self-explanatory but for Arete. Five points. He could give one to each of his physical stats, an even spread. Or focus on one element. What would give him an edge against another gremlin?

Speed? Strength? Stamina?

For long, aching minutes he considered. Speed was probably just how fast he could go in a run. But there was no outrunning the little shit. Agility then would be hand-to-eye coordination, reflexes, maybe. Since he was planning on getting a gun, that would be his best stat. If he shot the fucker before it got close he wouldn’t need to be strong or resilient.

James hesitated.

His gaze dropped to Arete.

What was that? Why was it listed?

“Can I borrow your phone?” he asked Serenity.

She hesitated good and long before unlocking and handing it to him, but he didn’t judge her for it. A moment later he googled “Arete.”

The first result had a weird accent over it and meant “a sharp mountain ridge.”

He scrolled down.

Wikipedia saved the day. It was an ancient Greek term that referred to excellence of any kind, “especially a person or thing’s full realization of potential of inherent function.”

James looked off into the middle distance, considering. Excellence of any kind, the full realization of potential.

That sounded pretty good.

Moreover, it felt right. He understood so little of what was going on. Half his statistics sheet was filled with terms that meant nothing to him. Spending points on Agility had an immediate appeal, but he intuited that there were far greater depths of development available to him in this new system, and that if he only had control over where he spent these five points, he should sink them into what might be the key to unlocking the rest.

He activated the unspent points, then simply willed them all into Arete.

Arete 13

He dismissed the menu. Serenity was watching him with avid fascination. “Well?”

“I don’t know.” He still felt loopy. Maybe he should have dropped some points into Stamina to give himself a boost. But there was a new edge to the world. He felt more… alert? No. More in control of himself. He raised his hand. It trembled slightly. So not control exactly, but more… prepared? Focused?

“What did you raise, already?”

“Arete.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

“So what are you at now?”

“Thirteen.”

“No way! So… what does that mean?”

“I don’t know. That I’ve just raised my potential…? I’m not sure.”

He reviewed his statistics and saw a new change:

Aura: Lead

Aura Strength: 1

“What?” demanded Serenity.

“More mysteries. Looks like raising my Arete gave me an aura. Lead, strength of one.”

Serenity stared at him, mystified. “Do you feel anything different?”

James raised his hand, turned it about, and looked down at himself. “Just feel like shit.”

Serenity laughed and pressed her glass to her brow. “We all do, honey. It’s almost dawn. Time for regrets.”

The volume on the TV cut them off as Herman raised it. On the screen, two news anchors were gazing seriously at them.

“…we’re getting reports that emergency departments across New York City are seeing nearly a hundred times as many victims of injuries from dog bites as compared to this time last year, prompting concerns that stay-at-home orders and other pandemic lifestyle changes may be to blame.”

The other news anchor, a perfectly coiffured man, turned to the first. “Is that right, Megan? A hundred times greater?”

“That’s what we’re hearing, Mike. The numbers are startling and seem to be the case across the nation. We’re seeing reports from other major metropolitan areas coming in, and it is, to be frank, unprecedented.”

“Well, the numbers speak for themselves,” said Mike, looking at his papers. “There are over 77 million pet dogs in the US, all of whom have been living under restrictions these past few years. It’s clear that our canine buddies are—like the rest of us—reaching their limit with the current situation.”

Herman frowned, changing the channel to another news station.

“Such bullshit,” muttered Serenity, White Russian held to her lips.

The next channel featured a man reporting live from outside a police station, the blue Chiron emblazoned across the bottom of the screen displaying the words: Hundreds slain by rabid dogs.

“…an atrocious night, of the likes that we have never seen before,” the reporter was saying with heavy tones into his microphone. “9-1-1 lines are facing delays of up to ten minutes, and I’ve received word that off-duty officers have been called to help reinforce what is clearly an overwhelmed NYPD. The victims range across all of the city, with no borough exempted. We are being told that all pet owners absolutely must isolate their animals, and that no pet is to be considered safe at this time…”

“What the fuck’s going on?” asked Herman, his tone blank with wonder.

The news station cut back to the anchor, who stared grimly out over his desk, his features chiseled, his suit crisp. “An absolutely horrifying turn of affairs. Word is coming in that this is not an isolated phenomenon; we’re seeing reports of other deaths from across the globe coming in, with all reporting the same mysterious exponential leap in animal attacks and what can only be described as an outburst of panic and mania.”

Herman shook his head and stepped back. “Dog attacks?” He looked over to James and Serenity. “That what happened to you?”

James downed his whiskey, then summoned the countdown.

88 Hours till Nemesis 2 Released

He knew how systems worked. How delicately balanced the different services were, how little it took to knock shit askew. Hell, the entire medical system had nearly collapsed when the pandemic hit and was still struggling. The whole of the Mount Sinai Health System, with eight of the biggest hospitals in the city, had about 400,000 visits a year, which came out to about a hundred to a hundred and fifty ER visits a day per hospital. If hundreds were dying, and who knew how many more were being injured, then all those ERs would have to deal with the wounded on top of the pandemic-infected and regular folk who needed help.

And the text had said this was just the first wave.

What would happen when the second hit?

What would happen if it was larger?

James already knew. It would mean ambulances would take longer and longer to reach the wounded. It meant that triage would become more brutal in its assessments. Doctors and nurses already working at their limit would be pushed over it. Emergency rooms would overflow, and doctors would have to be called in to help from other departments.

This could last for a few days, a few weeks at best, but only if numbers didn’t continue to increase.

The US medical system simply couldn’t take another beating.

Which meant what?

That people in the United States would finally see what happened when medical systems collapsed.

James shuddered.

Eighty-eight hours till Nemesis 2. Was that the second wave? Or would there be more waves of Nemesis 1?

“When were you attacked?” he asked Serenity.

“What? When? Tonight. Wait. As in exactly?” She gave a hollow laugh. “You’re asking the wrong lady.”

James bit his lower lip, considering. First Wave.

He had to warn people. Watched the screen as a police officer spoke to reporters, giving advice on how to handle rabid pets.

They had to start telling the truth. Had to start telling people to get guns, knives, hammers, whatever.

To be ready for demon attacks.

James gave a silent, despairing laugh. Who’d listen to him? At any given moment there were a dozen homeless guys yelling about demon attacks in NYC. He’d just blend right in.

Except this time he was right.

“There’s got to be something we can do,” he whispered.

“Hmm?” Serenity had pulled out her phone. “Do? Oh shit, you on Instie?”

James just frowned at her.

“Instie? Instagram? No? It’s blowing up. Oh wow.”

She set her phone on the bar and hit play on a video. It was shaky, the lighting terrible, as a woman sobbing into the camera.

“Oh my gawd, oh my gawd, I just… I just… I’m fucking bleeding…”

“Get to a hospital, dumbass,” whispered Serenity impatiently.

“I’m bleeding, because a fucking… I don’t even know what it was, a—a—demon? A shit chimpanzee? It broke into my house and I killed it, and oh gawd—”

Serenity swiped to another video. A burly dude with broken glasses was holding up a black, blood-smeared ax. “You need to listen to me. You need to pay very, very close attention. They can be killed. Do not be afraid. The government has finally unleashed their weapon. When it comes for you, be ready. Get an ax, get a gun, nowhere is safe. Be prepared to fight for your life.”

Swipe.

“What the fuck? Oh—oh—oh shit, what… can you see it? Right here, can you see it? Why is nobody fucking reacting—”

The blood-drenched young man aimed his camera at the dead gremlin on the ground. Around him others stared in horrid fascination at him, not seeing the corpse.

“Herman!” Serenity waved him over. “You see this? Can you see what’s on the floor?”

Herman leaned in close then recoiled. “Argh! What the hell, Serenity? Don’t show me that kind of stuff. I curate my headspace carefully—”

“So you see it?”

He stared at her wonderingly. “Of course I see that. Was it a prank? Wait, was that real?”

James pulled out his phone. It was almost useless. No carrier meant he could only use it where there was Wi-Fi, and he’d lost his charger in his backpack. Still, he had 20% battery left. He scanned the wall, saw the Wi-Fi info, and logged in.

Hesitated. Where should he go?

He had to get the word out.

But where could he post it?

How could he establish his credibility?

“Serenity,” he said. “Where will a video get the most views?”

“These days?” She considered. “TikTok.”

“Fine.” It took him a couple of minutes to make an account, then he handed the phone to Serenity and stood. “Record me.”

“What even is this?” she asked, turning his phone around.

“Serenity!”

“Fine, fine. Ready? Go.”

James drew himself up and stared into the little camera. “My name is James Kelly. I was an emergency medical technician for seven years in New York City. Tonight I was attacked by something called Nemesis 1, just like thousands of others around the world.”

He paused, took a breath, and forced himself to go on.

“Nobody knows what is happening, but what we do know is this: Nemesis 1 can be killed, so arm yourself. They attack with bites and claws, so get protective clothing and gear if you can. These attacks have only been part of a first wave, so there will be more. They can be seen when recorded, but otherwise only by those they’ve come for. Please. This isn’t a joke. These aren’t dog attacks. Fuck, keep your dogs close, they can help. But if this hasn’t happened to you yet, get ready, because it might, and thousands are dying right now because they’re not ready.”

Another deep breath.

“This will only get worse till the news and the police and hospital staff start telling the truth: we’re under attack. Humanity is under attack, and the only way we’re going to survive is if we get ready and fight back.”

James hesitated, then nodded to Serenity, who lowered her phone.

“A little too serious for me,” she said. “A bit too much of the crazy earnest vibe, you know? But fuck, let’s tag the shit out of it and post it. You never know.”

“Yeah,” breathed James, suddenly exhausted. “Yeah. Good.”

They sat on their bar stools again.

Herman was staring at him. “You really believe all that?”

James held his stare. “I do.”

Herman nodded, reached under the bar, and pulled out a shotgun. “Well all right.”

Serenity looked sidelong at James. “You were an EMT? For real?”

“Don’t want to talk about it.”

“All right, all right, don’t get your panties twisted. But the video’s uploaded. Ready to become famous?”

“Famous?”

“Sure. This is all just breaking. Maybe you’ll be the first to go viral.”

“Whatever. Just post it.”

“And… done. The truth is out there.”

James sagged and looked up at the TV where a reporter was earnestly interviewing an older man with an image of a raccoon inserted in the upper right.

“Fuck me,” he whispered. “Herman?”

“Yeah?”

“Another whiskey.”

The bartender gave him a curt nod. “You got it.”

And for the first time in far too long, James saw an old emotion in another person’s eyes: respect.


Chapter 4:

Two Million Dead

The next hour was spent watching the news, checking social media, and fighting off exhaustion for as long as possible. Little changed, though the outbreak of mystery dog attacks was the main story on every station and news site. Any and every theory was put out there, ranging from frequencies beamed by the Chinese from spy satellites to enrage canines to an outbreak of medieval-style mania leading to madness and self-mutilation.

James found his focus slipping. He knew he needed to sleep, that his body was exhausted, depleted on a fundamental level. What he needed was a substantial, savory meal with plenty of iron, and a good twelve hours of undisturbed rest. Instead, he kept sipping whiskeys and watching the TV with Herman as Serenity scrolled on her phone.

Dawn broke, though you’d never know it down here. Casualty numbers were being revised by the hour. Emergency rooms were overflowing across the country with lacerated and bitten victims, while morgues in turn were at maximum capacity, with mobile units meant for pandemic deaths being used instead to house the murdered.

“OK, enough.” Serenity set down her phone.

James blinked. He’d sunken into a stupor, warmed by the whiskey and lulled by the blood loss. He felt awful, but with a comforting blanket between him and the pain. “Hmm?”

“Time for sleep. I’m heading home.” She paused, looking at him expectantly.

With effort, he sat up. “What?”

“How are we going to stay in touch? Where do you live?”

“I’m between homes right now.” A truth which had at turns been earnest excuse, then ironic deflection, then merely a dulled reflex. “I’ll find a corner.”

“Then how will I find you? Honey, we’ve got… eighty-four hours till Nemesis 2 comes chomping our way. You think I want to face it alone in the lady’s room again?”

“That’s three and a half days away.” James rubbed at his eyes. “But I understand what you’re saying.”

“You were an EMT, right? Come crash at my place. You can make sure I don’t bleed out. And don’t I need to change these bandages at some point? I live across the street. You can crash with me.”

“Yeah.” He roused himself further. “You grab your antibiotics on the way out?”

“Nah.” She finished her White Russian. “Wanted to avoid the cops, remember?”

“Then we can share mine till we pick up yours and finish the full course.” He stood, swayed. Was this the right move? Hell, anything was better than trying to find a corner to sleep in on a Tuesday morning. “Herman, good meeting you.”

“And you,” said the old man, tearing his eyes away from the screen. “Be safe out there.”

James followed Serenity out the door, up the steps, and then across the already busy traffic to a narrow door set beside a laundromat. Huge machines gleamed within, with scores of patient-looking people on their phones as they waited.

The doorway opened directly to a steep staircase, the walls off-yellow, everything speaking of age and neglect. Serenity hurried up the stairs, fob of keys in hand, talking nervously all the way.

“This place used to belong to my Uncle Max. He bought it back when they were giving places away in the seventies, and now it’s worth almost a million dollars or something, but Maxie lives in Bermuda, can you believe that? Houseboat on a dock, he’s sent me postcards, but he won’t never invite me down.” She unlocked the door, put her shoulder to it, and shoved it open. “I think he knows I’d never leave.”

James followed her inside. The place smelt of her. Smoke and booze, stale air and old food. The windows were covered by cheap, roll-down blinders so that no natural light came in. Serenity turned on the lights, amber yellow, and turned to smile at him nervously again.

The place was a mess. The little corner kitchen had clearly been abandoned after the dirty dishes had overwhelmed the counter and sink. Clothing, magazines, Amazon boxes, all sorts of stuff lay everywhere as if a twister had torn through. Everything looked like it had been rescued from the curb. Old couch like a dead rhino, cheap prints on the walls, no dining table, one bedroom leading off the tiny living room. The rumble of washing machines came through the floor.

“If I’d known I was going to have guests I’d have spruced it up a bit,” she said, clutching her hands as she surveyed her home. “It’s normally much nicer.”

“It’s great,” said James. He forced a smile. “Honestly. You’re lucky to have a place.”

“Yeah, that’s what I tell myself. Coffee?”

“I’m good. We need to sleep. Let me check your bandages, then we can take our meds and knock out.”

“Right, right.” She hovered, uncertain, and James wasn’t sure if she was trying to figure out how to make him comfortable or—

“I’m taking the couch,” he said gently.

Complex emotions washed over her features. Relief? Disappointment? He couldn’t tell. “You sure? We could, you know.” She shrugged one shoulder, smiling uncertainly. “It’s been a weird night. Like, really weird. Wouldn’t mind some company.”

He walked over to her, and when he placed his hands on her upper arms she flinched. “I’ll be right here. Best thing for us is sleep. Yeah?”

She laughed in a brittle fashion. “Sure. Doctor’s orders. Let me find you some sheets.”

James sat on the couch and tiredly pulled his boots off, then sat with his hands between his knees, gazing at this reflection in the tiny flatscreen TV’s dull surface. He should have taken more Stamina. He felt like a piece of steak that had been hammered into a thin sheet, like the Cubans did before breading and frying it. What was that dish called? Laney’s favorite.

James blinked and banished that line of thinking. A moment later the bedroom door opened and Serenity came around, hesitant again. It was interesting. She’d been so casual at the bar. Now it was like she was another person. Or had shed a layer.

“Sit,” said James, instinctively taking control.

She did so and offered him her bandaged arm.

“Not much I can or should do right now,” he said, taking it carefully. “It hurt?”

“Not really.”

“Hmm.” The bandages were good. No seepage. He scrutinized them carefully, then released her arm. “You should be in pain. Then again, my neck and arms don’t hurt much either.”

She ran her other hand over her bandaged forearm. “Then why aren’t we hurting?”

“Dunno. Maybe something to do with our new sheets, or…” He shrugged. “No matter. Here. Drink this down. We’ll get more when these run out.”

They downed their antibiotics.

Serenity paused in her doorway and turned back to him. “You think we’re going to be OK, James?”

He’d lain down, draping an arm over his eyes. “You and me?”

“All of us. Humanity.”

He didn’t answer at first. It would have been easy to lie. But even on the streets, he’d tried to hold on to his integrity. “I don’t know.”

“Yeah.” He heard her sniff. “I don’t either. Still. I’m glad I ran into you. I’d hate to be going through this alone.”

He dropped his arms. She was leaning against the doorframe in a huge Cure t-shirt, her legs pale and skinny, her black hair pulled back into a ponytail, her face washed of all make-up. She looked five years younger, and with the boosts her stat increases had given her, her increased strength and vitality, she didn’t resemble the strung-out lady he’d met in the ER at all.

“I’m glad I met you, too.”

She smiled, ducked her head, then stepped into her room and closed the door.

* * *

The sound of distant sirens and dishes being cleaned awoke James. He stirred, confused, then glowered at the open corner kitchen where Serenity was tackling the huge mess, or at least trying to figure out where to start.

“Hey, afternoon,” she said, smiling over at him. “You sleep well?”

He grunted and sat up. Took a moment to check in with himself. No hangover. No pain. No fever. He still felt worn out, but all things considered, it was by far one of the best wakeups he’d had in ages.

“I’m trying to find my coffee carafe,” said Serenity apologetically. “I wanted to wake you up with some. You know?” And then she sang the Johnny Cash jingle tunelessly—“The best part of waking up is Folgers in your cup.”

“How you feeling?” he asked. “Fever?”

“I feel great, actually. Like, ten years younger.” She blew a lock of black, frizzy hair out of her face. “Having Stamina 7 is great.”

He grunted again. So much for sinking his points into Arete. His Lead aura had done fuck-all for him so far. “Well, good.” He hesitated. “Mind if I take a shower?”

“Go right ahead. You got a spare change of clothes? ’Cause it doesn’t look like you do. I only ask ’cause I found some old ones that an ex left here ages ago. Might be your size?”

“Perfect.” He hesitated. “The TV work?”

“Sure. I steal cable from my neighbor.”

James took up the remote, turned the TV on, and found the closest news channel.

“…we’ll be continuing our around-the-clock coverage of what is now developing into a national emergency. The White House will be giving a speech on the outbreak of mysterious murders that has swept the country at four p.m. this afternoon, and expectations are high that the president will begin deploying the National Guard, though debate continues as to where and how.”

Serenity drifted over, a mold-encrusted plate in one gloved hand.

The anchorman looked strained, his features drawn, and his left hand was a club of white bandages. “Experts and officials are baffled by what has taken place over the last twenty-four hours, but what is clear is that we are being faced with an unprecedented attack. The estimated death toll across the nation is now at over a hundred thousand, with twice that number of injured survivors, while a similar story is being told by countries around the world. From London to Cape Town, Hong Kong to Sao Paulo, reports are unanimous, and the incredible nature of this threat can no longer be dismissed.”

“A hundred thousand?” whispered Serenity.

“And that’s both an undercount and just in the States.” James felt a ball of ice form in his gut. “There are about three hundred and twenty million folks in the US.” He pulled out his phone. Did some quick math. “That’s over two million dead worldwide.”

A graphical insert had appeared to the left of the anchorman, listing a series of directives.

“We will be broadcasting this preliminary bulletin as prepared by the NSA every thirty minutes. The first and most important directive is to not acknowledge the initial communiqué when it appears in your field of vision. Doing so has been proven to trigger the Nemesis 1 aggressor, while leaving it unanswered will prevent it from appearing.”

“It can’t be that simple,” said James. “This whole system can’t be stopped by simply not acknowledging the attack.”

“But what if it can?” asked Serenity. “You’d have to live with those words in front of you at all times, but that would be better than having that little shitshow up.”

The anchorman was still speaking.

“If you have acknowledged and defeated your Nemesis 1, know that there are reports coming in that the Nemesis 1s of those who did not survive can see and will attack you. As far as we can tell, acknowledging the message opens you up to all Nemesis 1s. Thus, if you have survived your attack, do not venture outside and remain somewhere safe.

"Third, Nemesis 1s will not attack those who have yet to be—”

“What?” Serenity’s voice rose an octave. “We can be attacked by the others?!”

James leaned forward, desperately trying to listen.

“—meaning that you are safe as long as you have not initiated the attacks. Fourth, emergency services are currently overwhelmed, so we shall be following this announcement with a broadcast of how to provide aid to those who have been attacked and cannot get timely treatment.”

James sat back, the icy ball in his gut expanding to flow into his veins so that a general chill fell over him. “Holy shit.”

“James?” Serenity glanced from the screen to him.

He stared at the screen, then rose abruptly and moved to the window. Tugged at the blinder so that it rolled all the way up and looked out.

Barely any traffic was rolling by. The sound of sirens was constant. Otherwise, the city looked quiet. He craned his neck and saw people hurrying along the sidewalks, almost everyone studying their phones. Fear on their faces.

“We need to think,” he said. “I need to wake up. Can you get that coffee going? I’m going to take a shower.”

Serenity nodded jerkily and almost ran back to the kitchen. James paused to stare at the TV where a nurse was explaining how to handle bites and lacerations.

“…if the wounds are not life-threatening or too deep, allowing the puncture or cuts to bleed for five minutes will wash out possible infectious agents…”

James shook his head and marched into the bedroom. A quick glance took in the full mattress lying on the floor, the huge pile of clothing in one corner, the magazine and coffee cups, the crooked lamp, the overflowing ashtrays.

He felt absolutely no judgment. Everyone did what they had to in order to survive.

The bathroom was tiny. He stripped, turned the water to blistering hot, and then got in and allowed the water to scour away a week of sweat and dirt. James availed himself of showers whenever he came across them, but as the years had rolled on, he’d found himself content to shower once a week unless an accident happened. But each time he stepped into a good shower like this one he renewed his promise to do so more often.

His new reflex kicked in, and he checked the count down:

79 Hours till Nemesis 2 Released

His thoughts whirled like leaves before a storm wind. It was too enormous what was happening. But if the news was now talking honestly about the situation, it was because they had no choice. Too many deaths. Probably some serious officials had been attacked and survived, people whose accounts couldn’t be dismissed as fanciful or manic. A critical mass of senators, congressmen, directors, and other people in power.

It took a serious crisis to risk general panic. The government was conservative in that way: always better to downplay a crisis until there was absolutely no choice.

Which meant the 100 thousand death toll was probably way too low. How many died? Five times that number? Ten?

James ceased lathering himself up and stared at the grimy tiles. Mass panic meant people no longer going to work. And with no signs that this was about to stop, that meant that critical infrastructure would start to shut down. The power grid and water would only last a day or so if left unattended. The police were already at a breaking point, as were the hospitals.

But it was worse than that.

New York City had over eight million people living in it. Running the city was an everyday miracle. The sheer amount of food that was transported into the city each day, the amount of refuse that was shipped out—a disruption would see grocery stores stripped bare in hours and then not refilled.

James stepped back and stared at the water bursting forth from the shower head. If the water supply cut out, that would be millions with nothing to drink. If a person didn’t hydrate, they’d be dead in days.

How many deaths could the city take before everything fell apart?

Wait, what was that noise? Trembling, rocked by these thoughts, James reached out and turned the water off.

Screams were coming from downstairs.


Chapter 5:

Honey, Guns Cost Money

James yanked on the cargo pants that Serenity had left in a pile by the bathroom door and still soaked ran into the living room.

Serenity was yanking open drawers in the TV stand and pulled out a compact, dark gray pistol. With quick efficiency she ejected the magazine, slammed it back home, put a round in the chamber, then looked to James, eyes wide. “What do we do?”

In response, he ran to the front door, caught himself, then looked around for a weapon. There was nothing good, so he snatched up the heaviest iron skillet he could see and then raced down the stairs.

They burst out into the street. Cars were still driving by as if nothing was going on, though drivers were rubbernecking with wide eyes as they passed the laundromat.

Out of which people were streaming, several badly wounded.

James looked in through the huge windows. A half dozen people were trapped in the back corner. He saw three gremlins stalking toward them over the washing machines, their scales gleaming in the electric lights.

“Come on!” he shouted hoarsely and pushed his way past an elderly man who was emerging to enter the laundromat.

Machines chugged and vibrated. Canned music played over hidden speakers. The linoleum was streaked with blood; a heavyset Hispanic lady lay just inside the doorway with her throat torn out.

“Hey!” James had no idea where he was going. “You lot! Over here!”

The gremlins paused and looked back over their narrow shoulders at him. Serenity stepped inside, gun held in both hands before her, and fired.

The first shot missed. A hole appeared in the wall. But she fired again, and the bullet hit the center gremlin right in the chest, causing it to stagger back and screech in pain.

It took a second bullet to knock it down.

The other two dove off the machines. James crouched, skillet held in both hands like a baseball bat, gaze flicking at the avenues of approach. Someone was sobbing in the back, while the crowd outside just stood there, watching.

“I’ve got twelve rounds left,” said Serenity, voice weirdly calm. “Should be plenty. Stay back and let me—”

A gremlin leaped into view, doing that flea jump from the back of a huge machine that came chest high, arms spread, maw open wide. Serenity fired, missed, and the gremlin fell upon James, who swung the black iron skillet like he was going for a home run.

The skillet hit the gremlin full-on. It felt like smacking a bag full of sticks. The gremlin was knocked back against the washing machine, bounced off, shook its head, and then hissed at him, black blood shining on several contusions and the side of its head.

Serenity fired once, twice, three times. James kept his eye on his gremlin. It ran at him, feinted a leap, then ducked low and scooted under his swing.

“Shit!” he yelled, backpedaling, but it was too fast.

The gremlin leaped for his face, needle fangs flashing.

James let go of the skillet so that he could bat it away, but as soon as the gremlin touched him a film of gray light appeared all around James’s body, encasing him an inch above his skin, and the gremlin screeched and leaped off, its hands and knees and shins burning and giving off acrid smoke.

Serenity fired her gun. The gremlin’s temple shattered, and it fell over to lie still.

“Shit,” gasped James again, staring at the crumpled body, his shoulders heaving as if he’d sprinted a mile. He looked up to Serenity who stood there, eyes wide, glazed, pistol still held before her with two stiff arms. She blinked, scanned the laundromat, and kept the gun up.

James straightened, looking over the machines at where the other people were cornered. “There any more of them?”

“That’s… I mean—no.” A young Hispanic woman stared at him with glassy eyes, her face pale. “Mama? Mama!” And she ran forward.

One of the others was a heavyset man who had his phone to his ear. “They said we’d be safe if we didn’t answer the question, they said we’d be safe!”

“Yeah, well.” James fought the urge to drop his skillet. “Welcome to the new world, pal.”

Serenity put up her gun, blinked again, and then seemed to wake up. “Shit. Wow. I need a drink.”

“Tell me about it.” James resisted the urge to nudge the dead gremlin. “Nice shooting.”

“Thanks.” She took her finger off the trigger and lowered the gun to her side. “Dated a guy who owned a gun range out in Queens. He thought giving me an unlimited pass would keep me from breaking up with him.”

James felt the adrenaline come down, his whole body starting to feel trembly and loose. “It work?”

Serenity smirked. “For a while, yeah.”

“Come on!” The guy with the phone pulled it away from his ear and glared at it. “What is this, Detroit? Why the fuck won’t 9-1-1 pick up?”

“Mama?” The Hispanic woman was slowly kneeling beside the dead lady by the door. “Mama?”

“Shit.” James wanted to just walk away. What had gotten into him? It’d been years since he’d been triggered to act like that. Had taken years of conscious effort to deaden those instincts. Now he was running around with a cast iron skillet like some god damn hero. He could feel it. A tidal pull. A gravitational suck that threatened to bring him back to life. To make him care again. To get involved.

He didn’t want it.

But the sight of the dead gremlin and the woman’s rising sobs were like hooks in his soul, keeping him from sinking. There were people bleeding outside.

And he knew nobody was coming to help.

“Talk to the girl,” he told Serenity. “Get a sheet to cover her mother.”

“What is this?” yelled the guy in the back. “Mexico?!”

Wearily he walked out the front door to the sparse crowd. They eyed him, nervous.

“I used to be an EMT.” The words sounded so foreign in his mouth. “If you’re injured, come inside so I can look at you. You’re feeling shock, which means you don’t realize how badly you’re hurt yet. Let’s get you patched up.” He eyed a portly man who was clutching his badly mauled gut. “Anybody here got a car? We’ll need to get this man to the ER.”

“They said to stay away,” said an old lady. “Said no room.”

“Even so. Now come in. Inside if you’re hurt.”

* * *

An hour later, James and Serenity climbed her stairway back to the apartment. The badly wounded guy had called a friend to drive him to the ER. James had torn up clean sheets to bandage and stanch the other lacerations, none of which were life-threatening. Serenity had mostly failed to calm the bereaved woman, but a station wagon full of relatives had shown up ten minutes later and with much shouting and grief hauled her and the body away.

A single bullet hole let light stream into the stairway from the laundromat.

James closed the door behind them, and together they slumped down onto the couch.

“I’m going to need more ammo,” said Serenity. “I’ve got several cases for my Glocks, but it won't last long if I have to shoot those fuckers more than once.”

“Ammo’s going to disappear fast,” said James. “I need a gun, too. Skillet’s not the best.”

“What was that?” She turned to stare at him. “When the demon leaped on you? I didn’t see it right, but something happened.”

“Yeah.” James stared down at himself. “Must have been that aura. The Lead 1, whatever. Activated when the gremlin touched me.”

“Gremlin.” She snorted. “This ain’t The Goonies.”

“There weren’t any gremlins in The Goonies.”

“They’re demons. Anyway, that’s great. Like a spiritual bullet proof vest, or something.”

“Or something, yeah.” He felt numb. He’d known what to do below, how to take care of those people, give instructions, act calm. But now that they were up here, he felt overwhelmed. “We need to stock up. Water, food. Medical supplies. We should hit an army surplus store. Get some gear.”

“Yeah?” She leaned back and eyed him sardonically. “And how we paying for all this?”

James froze. “Shit. I’m sorry. Just…”

“Don’t be. I’m not calling you out. But I only have a hundred bucks to my name. Fifty rounds cost about twenty bucks. I was planning on buying everything I could get my hands on.”

“Yeah, yeah.” James stood, smoothed down his beard, and set to pacing. “But if this keeps up there’s a good chance we’ll lose power and water. Food will disappear. We need camping gear. Water filtration. We need—fuck.”

Serenity watched him. “We’ve got a hundred bucks. Maybe we should just wait for the looting to start before we go shopping.”

“Maybe we should get out of here.” He moved to the window and stared down at the street. “Manhattan’s going to become a deathtrap. The tunnels and bridges will be snarled up in traffic jams. No food, no water, no power. The boroughs won’t be much better. Too much population density.”

Now it was Serenity’s turn to stand, her alarm obvious. “Leave? And go where? You heard the news. This is happening everywhere.”

“Go where there are fewer people, less of a strain on resources.” James ran his fingers through his hair. “I don’t know. Upstate, maybe.”

Serenity gave a hollow laugh. “You’re talking like everything’s going to go to literal hell. You think the government’s going to collapse? What about the—the military? The National Guard. They’ll do what they did for Hurricane Katrina, right? Bring in food?”

“This will be like a hundred Katrinas all at once.” James turned away from the window. “Washington, Miami, Philly, New Orleans, LA, Chicago, Detroit—if this keeps going, they’re all going to implode.”

Serenity stared at him with helpless horror. “So—what? We quit town, head into the fucking boonies, and start a farm?”

James looked down at his hands.

“You know how to farm? ’Cause I sure don’t. And you want to be out in the jungle when the next Nemesis shows up? ’Cause I don’t. I want to be here, in my hometown, close to the ammo.”

James scowled.

Serenity moved to stand before him. “Or is it something else? Hmm?” She angled her face to try and meet his stare. “What would we be running from, exactly? Nemesis 2, or some other kind of demon?”

James hissed and broke away, strode up to the window, and stared out. He could hear sirens. Always with the sirens.

“Fine. I take that back. Who doesn’t have their own demons? Lord knows I’ve got a stable of them. But… no. I’m not going to cut and run to upstate New York. Not… yet.”

James hung his head and sighed. His thoughts roiled. He rubbed his fingers over his knuckles, one set calloused and ingrained with the kind of dirt you didn’t just casually wash off, the other swollen and raw and red.

He summoned the count down.

77 Hours till Nemesis 2 Released

Then, curious, he summoned the rest of his stats. Reread them.

“You know. If this were a casual, everyday kind of end-of-the-world scenario, I might just quit town.” He turned to stare at her. “But it ain’t. We’ve got… these statistics. And one of them reads Rank: Mendicant 1.”

“Mendicant,” said Serenity. “I looked it up. Old school word for beggar. But kind of has that sexy Saint Francis of Assisi vibe to it.”

“Point being, it’s just Level 1. Same with my aura. Lead, Level 1. We’ve no Benedictions, no Miracles, no Virtues, no Class.”

“Well, on that last one speak for yourself.”

Despite himself, James smiled. “So… maybe we’re overlooking something vital here. Like how that gremlin—”

“Demon.”

“—bounced off my aura. Maybe there’s a way to get more free points to assign. To level up, like a video game. Become more powerful. Who knows what we could unlock from this bizarro situation?”

Serenity narrowed her eyes. “And how do we do that?”

“Won’t be by sitting around in here. Only thing that comes to mind is killing gremlins.”

“We already killed gremlins. Nothing happened.”

“Maybe killing one or two ain’t enough. Maybe we have to kill a handful. Maybe ten. I don’t know.”

“And then we get higher ranks, and more points.”

“Exactly. We can boost our strength, our agility, our Arete. And be that much more ready when Nemesis 2 shows up.”

Serenity shrugged. “Beats going to Jersey. I just need more ammo.”

James suppressed a shiver of excitement and realized he wanted to go kill those little fuckers. That for the first time since… well, since his life fell apart, he had a legitimate way to vent his fury. And he’d be saving other people in the process without having to work as an EMT.

Win-win.

“I’m going to need a gun.”

“Honey, guns cost money. You’ll have to settle for your skillet for now. It’s a good look for you. Really.”

“Ha ha. Well. Shall we?”

“Now?”

“Why not?”

“Why not indeed. I was going to suggest stopping by Herman’s for a drink, but… sure. Let’s get some ammo. And kill some demons while we’re at it.”

James nodded and sat to pull on his boots. Serenity pulled out her phone while she waited, then let out a low whistle. “You’ve gone viral!”

“Viral?”

“That video from last night. Over eight million views. Twelve thousand comments. Wow.”

“Twelve thousand comments?” James tensed up. “Do I—should I start answering them, or…?”

“Oh, you’re trending as ‘hashtag sexylumberhomelessjack.’”

“I don’t know what that means.”

Serenity rolled her eyes. “It means, caveman, that in another life you’d be starting a new career. But seeing as it’s the demon apocalypse, too late.”

“Well.” James stood up, feeling awkward and stiff. Sexylumberhomelessjack? “That’s, ah, good. I’m glad we got the word out.”

Serenity laughed, some of her old confidence returning. “Oh, you are too darling. How come no homeless babe hasn’t snapped you up already?”

James stared at her, then looked away.

“Oh.” Serenity’s humor fled. “Sorry.”

“No worries.” He coughed into his fist, forcing the pain away. It was a dull ache. Getting ornery these days was more a trained reflex than anything else. “Let’s get that ammo.”

“The sporting goods store is only four stops away.” Serenity put her pistol in her purse. It barely fit. Grabbed her thick coat, then stared at him. “You’re going to freeze.”

“Your ex leave a jacket?”

“No. But the only thing I have in your size is perfect. Wait here.”

She darted into her bedroom, and a moment later emerged with a caramel-brown furred pimp coat.

“You’re serious.”

“Try it on! Look, it’s warm. And you know what they say: sexy lumberhomelessjacks can’t be choosers.”

James took the full-length coat gingerly. The fur was cheap imitation, but the inner lining was in good condition. With great reluctance, he pulled the coat on. It was tight across the shoulders, and the sleeves were an inch too short, but otherwise, it fit.

“Fucking awesome,” said Serenity, her tone deadpan. “I’ve died and gone to heaven. Can we post a video of you giving battle tips with the skillet?”

James laughed helplessly and strode past her. “Come on. It’s time to go kill some shit.”


Chapter 6:

Stay Informed. Watch the News. Stay Alive.

Shadows were starting to lengthen. It was cold. James pulled the caramel-furred coat tighter about himself and tucked his chin into his neck. Kicked at a berm of filthy ice that lined the edge of the pavement. Looked around.

The city was changing fast. And in only twenty-four hours. Mixed messages were everywhere. Lines around the block at gas stations across from tiny public playgrounds where kids still shrieked and played. A body lying in the gutter, torn all to shit, a handful of old men playing dominos with stoic fixation outside a Latin market. Sirens, sirens blaring all the time. The sound of weeping and wailing coming from open windows. Gun shots ringing out every few minutes. A low rider cruising by, the kid at the wheel draping his arm down the outside of his door, a chrome revolver glittering for all to see.

“Hey, hold up, what the fuck is that?” asked Serenity, grabbing his arm.

James looked away from a huge wad of bloody bandages that had been half-stuffed into an overflowing trashcan. They’d rounded a corner, were only a few blocks from the DICK’s store, and in the sky floated a huge… glowing symbol?

“That like the batman beacon, or whatever?” asked Serenity. “That us?”

“That ain’t us,” said James. He didn’t know how he knew, but the very alienness of the symbol made it clear. It spun slowly, probably the size of a car, and looked to be made of black iron wreathed in purple flames that never went out, easily a good five hundred feet up.

“I don’t know,” he said at last. “Some kind of marker? Part of the system that’s calling up these gremlins?”

“Bad juju,” said Serenity, and crossed herself.

“Ain’t that the truth.”

They hurried on, reached the block with the sporting goods store, and stopped.

“Well, fuck,” said James.

The line out the door was worse than at the gas station. It went all the way down the block and out of sight around the corner.

Serenity’s expression hardened. “Guess we weren’t the only folks wanting ammo.”

“Or soccer balls. You said your ex owned a gun range. You think he might sell you ammo?”

“Macaroni Mike?” Serenity stared at James as if hurt by his suggestion. “You want me to call him?”

James grinned. “You were with a guy called Macaroni Mike?”

“Yeah, his dick was weird and long and floppy like over-boiled fettuccine.”

James raised both hands. “Way too much information. And just when I was starting to think highly of you.”

“Hey, free nights at the gun range.” Serenity hitched her purse higher up her shoulder in mock-annoyance. “Shooting a hundred rounds from a Colt Anaconda felt like doing coke. More than made up for twirling his dick around a fork later on.”

“I don’t even know what that means, and I don’t wanna know. Call him. We need more ammo.”

Serenity huffed but dug out her phone. Dialed. James hunched his shoulders against the cold and blew out plumes of fog. The sky was gray and low. He scanned the rooftops. There was movement here and there, like spotting roaches in a gloomy space, barely visible. Each time he focused on a window or cornice or chimney he’d catch a glimpse of a gremlin, then gone.

“Heya, Mikey, how you doing? Yeah, it’s me, Clarice. No, I’m fine, never better. You?”

How many gremlins were out there? They didn’t disappear after killing their mark. Which meant the thousands of fatalities had left just as many Nemesis 1s on the streets. How many people had died already?

As Serenity—or Clarice—continued chatting with her ex, James wandered over to a closed, old-school electronics store and peered in through the display window at where the TVs were playing different channels. Most showed fancy swirls and loops with advanced graphics, but a few were tuned to the news. A hand-drawn sign had been posted to the glass:

Stay informed. Watch the news. Stay alive.

Guess the owner of the store was doing his civic duty. Whoever it was had left the volume on max. James could vaguely make it out if he got real close to the plate glass windows.

The Chiron on one in particular gave him the chills: SECOND WAVE IN EFFECT

“…the mayor’s office has released a statement confirming that the ‘second wave’ is underway, and seems to be targeting an order of magnitude more people. Remember, if you do not accept the request to acknowledge, you will not trigger your Nemesis 1 attacker.”

Another screen.

“…the president confirmed earlier in his speech that he is calling up the entirety of the National Guard and deploying them to every major city, along with bolstering key elements of infrastructure with personnel from the Army Engineer Corps and other specialized units. He has affirmed that there is no evidence that this is an attack on the part of another state, and that we must remain united and strong in the face of this bewildering horror…”

The scudding sound of a helicopter filled the air. James stepped back and looked up. A news helicopter was circling the burning rune, cameras pointed at its purple flames.

“You’re a sweetheart,” said Serenity. “We’ll be right over, long as the G train’s running. Thanks, hon.” She hung up. “Done deal, but that bastard’s selling them at a marked-up price. Says his phone’s been ringing off the hook with people looking to buy.”

“Let’s get going then.” James tore his eyes away from the copter. “Second wave’s started. That means a hell of a lot more gremlins on the street.”

“Demons,” said Serenity. “Shit. It’ll take us hours to get to Mikey’s by train. Fuck the G. Let’s catch a bus.”

They hustled away. James walked with his skillet propped over his shoulder. They reached the bus stop and found fifty people already crowded around the shelter.

“Fuck.” Serenity scowled at everyone who just stared impassively back at her. “It’ll cost us like thirty bucks to get there by Uber. Should we?”

James scratched at his cheek. Thirty bucks was like fifty rounds. Was it worth saving the money for more ammo, or stupid to play it tight when they might need the bullets sooner than later?

“Let’s try one more bus stop further up the line,” he said. “Maybe this one’s crowded because of the DICK’s.”

“All right,” said Serenity. “We can always call Uber if you’re wrong.”

They began heading north. More gun shots rang out. Somewhere close by, glass shattered. Sirens. A fire truck rushed through the intersection up ahead, a meteor of flashing lights barreling through traffic.

Yet most of the shops were still open. James stared into a barber shop where a guy was receiving a trim, expression placid. A Korean restaurant was packed, locals not eating but shouting at each other, a great argument roiling through what looked like a local community. Lines were formed outside the door of liquor stores and pharmacies.

The next stop was crowded but not overly so. They crammed onto the bus. Nobody gave his caramel coat a second glance. For twenty minutes they swayed with the old bus as it worked its way north into Queens, and eventually descended to hike the remaining fifteen blocks over to the gun range.

This part of Queens was even more deserted than where they’d been in Brooklyn. Warehouses, old brick industrial buildings, and the occasional boutique coffee shop at the forefront of the gentrification edge.

The shadows were starting to pool together. Dusk was only an hour or so away. In the sky, more of those purple burning iron glyphs hung. James had seen a dozen by now, scattered over the city, all of them identical.

The shooting range’s isolation meant there was only a small line out front. Mike had a couple of assistants taking orders at the front door, payments in cash, nobody allowed inside. Serenity tried yelling out to Mike to cut the line, but a couple of angry shouts from twitchy-looking dudes in camo got James to haul her to the back.

It only took ten minutes to get to the front, anyway.

“What do you need?” asked a rawboned guy in a skullcap.

“Tell Mikey Clarice is here. He said I’d get the regular rate.”

“Yo Mikey, there’s a bitch called Clarice out front, says you promised her a special rate?”

“Fuck you,” said Serenity.

A moment later Mike appeared. He was small, round-shouldered, and unshaven, but James immediately recognized a dangerous air to him. Instinct told him this guy was prone to violence, capable of just going off.

“Clarice, baby, you made it. Who’s the guy?”

“This is James. We’re fighting this out together, but not like, together, you know?” Serenity’s whole tone had changed. “Anyways, you got that ammo? Glock 17.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Mikey stared hard at James, who met his glare with blank assurance. “Sure. Forty bucks a case.”

“Forty?” Serenity’s anger was obvious, but Mikey cut her off.

“Forty. You and your guy pal here enjoy, yeah?” And he disappeared back into the range.

“Fucker. Two cases.”

The assistant brought two large boxes up in a gray plastic bag, took the eighty bucks, then looked to the next customer.

Serenity muttered as they walked away. “Fucking idiot. I should have had you wait around the corner. We could have scored another box.”

“What’s done is done.” James’s plan to ask for an extra-cheap gun had died on the spot. “Now let’s just get back to the bus. I don’t like the look of this neighborhood.”

“Wait a minute.” She moved to a shuttered window ledge and pulled three empty magazines from her purse, then carefully set about loading them with fresh ammo. “These babies won’t do me any good in the box.”

James hefted his iron skillet and watched the street. The lights came on, orange light competing with the dusk. No traffic. This was some kind of industrial sector. Which was good, cause that meant fewer people would have called Nemesis 1 around here. But it still made him feel unnerved.

They hustled back. Got to the more residential, mix-purpose area, when they saw their first gremlin hunched in a window, watching them with burning red eyes.

“Little shit,” said Serenity. “Think I should pop him?”

“Only if he comes for us.” James flared his fingers on the handle of his skillet. “Need to conserve the bullets, right?”

The gremlin hopped down onto the street, lithe and rangy, and hissed at them.

Serenity raised her gun with her stiff-armed stance and squeezed off a shot.

The bullet caught the gremlin between the eyes. It backflipped and lay still.

“Ha! Get out of New York City, you fuck!” Serenity grinned. “Your kind ain’t welcome here.”

Movement to the left. Serenity turned, gun still up, and shot at a second gremlin that was creeping toward them from behind a dumpster. Missed the first shot, then hit it square in the chest with the second.

“Center mass,” she muttered. “Getting stupid, aiming for the head.”

“Behind us,” said James, shifting around so she could turn.

A third gremlin was emerging through the shattered window of a car parked just inside an alley.

BAM. BAM.

Down it went.

“Twelve left in the mag,” Serenity said reflexively.

James glanced around nervously. Each shot had caused a deafening echo to roll down the block. Nobody came to their windows.

Nobody but gremlins, that was.

“Shit,” he breathed, turning in a slow circle. Three or four had emerged onto the edge of the roofs. Another half dozen were stepping into view out of side streets and the alley with the broken car.

Serenity scowled. Aimed, fired. Shifted her gun, then fired twice. And again.

A few seconds later she ejected the magazine. Seven gremlins had collapsed to the ground.

The remaining three hesitated, then one of them threw back its head and began to chitter.

“What the fuck?” demanded Serenity. She slammed a new magazine into the gun, aimed, and fired.

The chittering gremlin collapsed.

“We need to get out of here,” said James as the remaining two started their loud chittering, heads also thrown back to the sky.

“Let me take care of these first.” Serenity aimed, fired. Turned, lifted her arms, aimed, fired.

Both went down with bullets to the chest.

“You’re really good,” said James, impressed.

Serenity grinned at him. “I know.”

The chittering cry went up from a little down the block and then was picked up by a second gremlin.

James gripped his skillet with both hands. “Shit. Run.”

They took off. The few people still on the street saw them coming and ran in the opposite direction. Doors slammed. Sirens wailed in the distance. The chittering sound was growing louder. Screams from the third floor above them, then a smashing of glass as a woman fell through, a gremlin attached to her neck, to hit the pavement with a sickening crunch.

The gremlin looked up at them both, mouth widening into a bloody leer.

Before Serenity could react, James hop-stepped up and swung the skillet with all his strength like a golf club, catching the gremlin in the face and shattering its skull.

“Bus’ll take time to appear!” shouted Serenity, turning in a circle, gun extended. The street was a series of illuminated islands now, the sun having set behind the buildings. “What do we do, James?”

The chittering was growing louder. Hoarse shouts echoed from a block over, panicked, and then a spate of automatic gunfire broke out, only to abruptly cease. Horns were honking from the BQE in the far distance, traffic standing still.

“We need to get off the street.” James looked around. Shuttered shops. A restaurant? No, they’d just follow them inside. They were right at the border of the industrial area with this trendy neighborhood, warehouses and offices behind them, three-story houses and cafés and bookstores ahead.

A car careened down the street, swerving wildly, two people wrestling for the wheel inside, then turned the corner and disappeared from view. A moment later there was a loud, muffled THUMP.

Action was almost always better than inaction. Gremlins were starting to swarm out of the woodwork, crawling into view.

Way too many.

“Come on!” James shouted, and ran around the corner. The car, a beat-up white Camry, had run straight into a telephone pole. A man had climbed out of the passenger side, a bloody knife in his hands.

James slowed, raising his hands.

The man’s eyes were wide, crazed, and then he looked back at the woman slumped over the wheel and took off running down the street.

“Did he—should I shoot him?” Serenity raised her gun. “I’m going to shoot his ass.”

James pushed her barrel down and then ran to the driver’s door. The woman stared up at him, eyes glazed, unblinking. He reached in, feeling for a pulse. She was warm, but there was nothing there.

“Fuck,” he hissed, looking around the street. More chittering was still going on. A summoning cry? A warning?

Gremlins were racing toward them now, skittering down the street in ever greater numbers.

“In the car!” He hauled open the door, yanked the woman out, then climbed in. Her body stopped him from closing the door. Keys were in the ignition. The engine was on. Serenity leaped in, and he slammed into reverse, pulled away from the telephone pole which leaned out after them, and into the street.

Gremlins began leaping onto the car.

James put the car in drive and slammed on the gas.

Slowly it began to accelerate, smoke coming out of the crumpled hood.

“Go faster!” shouted Serenity as thumps started to sound from the cabin roof. A gremlin leaped onto the hood, and she raised the gun reflexively.

“Don’t shoot!” he screamed, and she just caught herself in time.

He had the pedal pushed all the way down, but the car was having trouble going above fifteen miles per hour. And the left front wheel was flat.

Gremlins were climbing all over the car now, and several on top were letting out their keening call.

Gazing desperately about as they trawled down the center of the street, James felt a pang of horror.

More and more gremlins were emerging from windows, from across rooftops, from alleyways. Merging with the seething crowd that was following them, leaping onto the car in ever greater numbers.

They were collecting every gremlin in the neighborhood, and couldn’t go any faster.


Chapter 7:

I Want an 8 Ball

“Shit!” James pounded the steering wheel. “Shit shit shit shit!”

Serenity whipped about, trying to keep all the gremlins in view. They were all over the car. Slamming their fists against the windows, head butting them, causing small cracks to spider into existence.

“They’re going to get in!” she shouted. “Go faster!”

“I can’t go faster!” he yelled back at her. “The car’s fucked!”

He tried swerving from side to side to dislodge gremlins but failed. All the while the chittering cry went up from the car roof, some six or seven of them keening into the New York City dusk.

“Fuck this! Cover your ears!” Serenity pointed the gun straight up.

“What?” James stared at her. “Wait!”

She started firing. Not madly, but careful, deliberate shots at different parts of the roof.

James let go of the wheel and covered his ears. The sound was deafening in the small space.

Some of the chittering stopped. Several small bodies fell away, but there were hundreds to replace them.

James leaned over the wheel, trying to see past the dozen gremlins pounding on the windshield. Already cracked from the crash, it was weakening by the moment.

“Think, think!” he yelled at himself. They couldn’t go faster, and for all he knew the car was about to die. They couldn’t get out of the car—they’d be immediately swarmed and torn apart. Drive into a canal? Drive into a wall and knock the gremlins off? No, too many running alongside. Then?

He searched the shops up ahead.

There.

“Buckle up!”

He sawed the wheel to the left. The Camry curled around, rear wheels squealing, and they drove straight into the front of a boutique cupcake shop.

The front wall was of glass, floor to ceiling, and it exploded around them, a cacophony of glass, gremlins screaming, and they plowed through gleaming stainless steel tables and chairs, bounced off the counter, and hit the rear wall.

“Out!” he shouted, shoving his door open. “Out!”

He swung his skillet as he emerged, catching a leaping gremlin like a ping pong player would a ball, and staggered away. The car was slicked with black blood, the broken glass and impact having knocked almost all the gremlins but those on the trunk right off.

But more were swarming into the cupcake store.

Serenity started firing.

Bambambambambam.

Gremlins toppled but there were too many. James looked around desperately and saw a narrow hallway going back to bathrooms. “This way!”

He swung his skillet, crushed a skull, and then his aura flickered gray, and a gremlin released his leg even as its talons scored his flesh.

James leaped clumsily over the crumpled hood, sweeping broken glass before him, then ran down the short corridor. Doors off each side, but he ignored them. They’d be trapped and killed, and he didn’t want to bet his life on the hope that the gremlins couldn’t dig their way through wood with enough effort.

Serenity dropped a spent magazine and slammed another into her Glock. Retreated into the hallway, picking her targets.

James ran to the end of the hall. It was only some six yards deep and ended in a service door. Tried the handle.

Locked.

“Fuck!” he slammed at the handle with his skillet.

Bambambambambam.

Serenity backed into him. “What we doing?!”

James gave up on the door, turned, and his heart sank.

Gremlins were flooding into the cupcake shop. There were easily fifty of them making their way slowly over toppled tables and the ruined counter, the orange streetlight picking them out and making them look even more ghastly.

But they were moving slowly now, grinning.

They knew they had their prey trapped.

“Reload,” said James, stepping forward, skillet in hand. “I’ll buy you time.”

Serenity had lost her purse, but the gray plastic bag hung from the crook of her elbow. She dropped and opened a case.

“Come on, you fuckers,” said James, turning sideways to face the mass of enemies. “Come get some.”

The first hissed and leaped. James swung, adrenaline making the skillet light as a feather. He slammed the gremlin aside, crushing it against the wall, then swung right back and hit a second. It bounced off the wall, not dead, and began crawling toward him. He stomped it, shoved the skillet forward like a shield, knocked a third back, then soccer kicked it in the face.

A fourth got by him, bit him in the thigh, and screeched as his gray aura burned its mouth. It fell back, smoking, and James roared and golf swung the skillet down and around, shattering its head.

They came at him in a wave now, swarming forward, filling the hallway. James’s eyes widened, he tightened his grip on the skillet, got ready to go down—

Bambambambambambambambambambambambambambam.

Bodies fell, bits of heads tore off, gremlins spun around, and a whole mess of them dropped.

“I’m out! Cover me!”

James laughed manically, wiped sweat from his brow, and brought the skillet up.

The gremlins didn’t know fear. More were pouring into the shop. They climbed over their fallen and came at him.

James swung, trying to make his movements more controlled now, his arms burning with effort, settling for deflecting, blocking, not going all out so as to conserve some strength.

Three got around his legs and slashed at him with their talons. His aura burned them, but each one opened up lacerations.

“Argh!” He swung the skillet across all three and stomped a fourth. The aura didn’t just burn them, it seemed to stun them, making them easy to finish off. But soon they’d hurt him enough that he couldn’t stand. Adrenaline would keep him going for a while longer, but…

Serenity started shooting. Gremlins dropped and fell back, tumbling over other corpses.

She wasn’t loading all seventeen rounds. Just enough to make a difference and then she popped out her magazine again.

“I leveled up!” she shouted.

He was so deafened he could barely hear her.

Nothing for him to do but kill gremlins. They covered the floor now, a score of them dead, shot, crushed.

James refused to think of the hundreds entering the shop. Refused to let icy black despair weaken his arms.

With a scream, he pretended to charge forward. The gremlins fell back, then leaped. He batted three out of the air, kicked a fourth, retreated. His aura flickered again and again, but now he couldn’t finish off the wounded. Focused on just blocking those who leaped at him and then kicking them away.

One got over his skillet and landed on Serenity behind him.

Almost he turned.

She screamed, then her Glock fired.

“Fucker!”

She unloaded her magazine again.

James heaved for breath. Sweat ran off his brow. His arms felt like boiled pasta. His borrowed cargo pants were shredded and gleamed with his blood.

Gremlins stirred, shaking off the aura stun.

James stomped the closest, crushing its skull.

Your rank is now Mendicant 2

You have 5 unspent points.

James fell back. He didn’t have time to consider. The only thing keeping him alive was his aura. He willed his statistics sheet to open but didn’t even scan it. He simply dumped all his points into Arete and closed the sheet as more gremlins came at him.

“Yes,” hissed Serenity from behind him. “Agility all the way, baby.”

He heard the accelerated clicking of bullets being pushed into the magazine. The metallic slide and click of the reload, then Serenity started shooting.

Her aim was better. One bullet per gremlin, taking each in the head, dropping each neatly with impressive speed.

She missed only once and then set to reloading again.

James sucked in a deep breath. No time for regrets. More stamina, agility, strength, all of it would have been golden right now.

But there were hundreds still in the shop ahead. He could still hear the keening sound that some gremlins were making outside the shop.

“Hey, assholes, enough already! You got this situation covered!”

Gremlins came at them, filling the corridor.

James moved forward to give Serenity room and swung his black iron pan. But he was starting to flag. The thing was heavy, and the handle was just a fraction too short for an easy two-handed grip.

He knocked two gremlins back before the first got past him and slashed his thigh.

His aura flared, but brighter this time, and the gremlin’s fist charred to the bone. It screeched and fell back.

Serenity started firing. The corridor was an explosive echo chamber. Seventeen more gremlins dropped.

James dropped back and summoned his sheet.

Aura: Lead

Aura Strength: 2

Didn’t look impressive, but he’d take it. Arete was now at 18. Was there a threshold for crossing to Aura Strength 2? He wanted it to be 15, for it to work in multiples of something, but he had no idea.

Serenity ran out of bullets. Immediately set to reloading, her fingers dexterous and nimble in the dark.

“I’m up.” James pushed himself forward, skillet at the ready. The pile of dead gremlins was now knee-high in the center of the corridor and tapering down in both directions. James took a deep breath and set to swinging.

Time ceased to have meaning. Bouts of gunfire alternated with his ever more desperate attempts to fend off the gremlins while Serenity reloaded.

But Aura 2 was no joke. Where before the gremlins reacted as if they’d touched a hot stovetop, now whatever part of them hit him burned right down to the bone. With claw attacks that meant the loss of a limb, but the stupid fuckers who bit him died on the spot.

But they were still wounding him. His legs were a mess of lacerations. His blood slicked the floor, and he kept slipping on it. Bites pocked his arms, had punched through the bandages. He felt woozy, hazy with pain, the skillet a hundred pounds, but fear and desperation urged him on.

“Leveled up!” crowed Serenity. “Agility sixteen!”

“How many bullets?” he shouted hoarsely.

“Last mag.”

Night had fallen outside. Orange streetlight glinted off the shattered glass and stainless steel in the shop, while before them hundreds of crimson eyes floated in the gloom, split by vertical slits.

“Not good.”

“Not good,” she agreed.

The gremlins had crept over the mound of the dead, had paused as if listening to their conversation, and now grinned and crouched to leap.

How many had they killed? Over a hundred of them, easy. James stomped on the wounded before him and kicked the corpses away.

“I want a beer,” he croaked.

“Fuck beer,” said Serenity, standing up behind him. “I want an 8-Ball.”

The four lead gremlins shrieked and leaped.

James swung the skillet in a great arc. Batted all four aside, then kicked a fifth as it rushed them. Serenity shot a sixth. James reversed his swing, knocked another back, and stomped those who’d survived the original leap. Serenity shot three more, trying to conserve her bullets.

James staggered back, swinging his skillet. Why hadn’t she had a baseball bat at home? A fucking machete? A chainsaw?

They killed, and they killed, and then Serenity put her gun up.

“No more bullets!”

The gremlins seemed to understand; they hissed with laughter, malicious and childlike, and then rushed forward.

“Fuck this,” said James. “See you in the next life, Clarice!”

And he charged headlong into the seething mass of talons and teeth.


Chapter 8:

Sexy Lumberhomelessjack Dude

James piled into the oncoming gremlins. Swung his skillet once but didn’t bother drawing it back. He ran on a carpet of dread bodies, small, scaled forms that shifted underfoot, making purchase hard, making it so that his blind charge turned into a dive.

His aura flared to life. He barged into the gremlins and they lit up. Smoke surrounded him immediately, screeches.

James crashed to his knees. He was roaring, screaming hoarsely as he rose, gremlins swarming him, falling right off, burnt to the bone.

He had to keep moving. He had to hit them first.

James rose, bellowed, and plowed on.

Broken glass underfoot. His aura didn’t fade. It felt like somebody upstairs had flicked the switch to “on.” He swung his arms, smacking gremlins, waded amongst them, and punched them out of the air.

“Die, motherfuckers!” It was his mantra. His pimp coat flared around him as he spun, and every gremlin that its hem touched charred over. The stench was horrific. He felt delirious. A final high.

There were so god damned many of them.

Serenity was screaming his name. He wanted to assure her everything was fine. That this was a perfectly good way to go. He kicked, strode, and smacked gremlins. Whomever he touched, his aura torched.

But they got in their licks. Cuts and slashes across his legs, his back, bites on his forearms, his calves. They paid the price, but he was rapidly becoming a mangled piece of shit. His leg gave out and he went down on one knee.

Looked up.

Blood ran into his left eye.

Gremlins lay dead all around him. The others had momentarily drawn back, but at his drop, they grinned and smiled.

How were there still so many of them? And more outside?

“Come on then,” he whispered. “Let’s end this.”

The gremlins threw themselves at him.

He went down under a carpet of scaly limbs and wiry bodies. His aura lit them all up a cool gray, but sheer weight and mass drove him back. He screamed as they slashed at him, died, then those on top reached through to bite and rend, then died in turn.

Your rank is now Mendicant 3

You have 5 unspent points.

He couldn’t breathe. Coal ash filled his mouth. His mind was a spark of consciousness locked in a bottle that was hurled by waves of pain.

It was the hardest thing in the world to not just let go.

But James was an ornery bastard. Even when he’d let everything go, he’d refused to just quit and die.

So with the last of his reserves, he opened the menu. He couldn’t make anything out, but he willed the unspent points into his Arete.

The effect was immediate.

His aura brightened, and a chorus of pained shrieks rose to an even higher pitch. The mass writhing atop of him went inert, and then his aura flicked off.

James shifted onto his side. Charred corpses fell apart and toppled off him. With supreme effort, he rose to one elbow. Didn’t even bother looking at his body. Instead, he stared at the circle of gremlins that surrounded him.

“What?” he rasped. “Turned chicken?”

One of the gremlins snarled and leaped at him.

His aura flared to life a foot beyond his skin.

The gremlin charred in mid-air and hit him as little more than a cloud of black dust.

“Well,” he said. “Will you look at that now?”

The gremlins shifted uncertainly and glanced at each other.

With a grimace, James pushed himself to all fours. Remained still for a moment, waves of darkness swamping his vision, and then rose to his knees.

Passing out wasn’t an option. Who knew if his aura would work when he was knocked out?

“Serenity?”

“James?”

“Coming to get you.” It felt like trying to stand on a pair of rotten steaks, but he somehow got his feet under him. He knew he should be unable to stand. His pants were shredded and soaked with blood. But he managed, stood swaying, then staggered back around the Camry to the hallway.

Serenity stared at him, wide-eyed. “How the fuck you still alive?”

“God loves me. C’mon. We’re getting out of here. I need medical help.”

“No shit.” She looked him up and down. “You… I mean, how…?”

“Mendicant 3. Hurry before I collapse.”

She climbed over the corpses that choked the hallway and moved to his side.

The cupcake shop was still packed with gremlins, but they were shifting about, hissing, infuriated, keeping their distance.

James felt positively loopy.

“I’m going to grab a cupcake,” he told them sternly. “Get in my way and I’ll fry your brains out.”

Serenity followed him to the broken counter. He reached inside to a pretty stand and took the topmost cupcake. The frosting looked crimson in the orange streetlight. The gremlins watched as he ate half the cupcake in one bite. Sugar and rich carrot cake flavors swamped his palate.

“Damn.”

“What?” asked Serenity, wide-eyed and raising her empty gun.

“Good cupcake. Let’s go.”

He put his arm around her shoulders, leaned down to collect his skillet, and then together they hobbled out onto the sidewalk.

“So they can’t touch you now?”

“I’m like a… deep fryer. A walking deep fryer. If they attack me, they get…”

“Fried?”

“Yeah.” James hung his head and grimaced. “Let me heal up and I’ll come up with a better metaphor.”

“Look,” she hissed.

He raised his head. Through his ropey hair, he saw that a hundred gremlins spread out across the street. Some clung to the face of the buildings, others crouched on parked cars, others simply sidled along the sidewalk and street.

His heart skipped a beat and then he pulled Serenity in closer. “Don’t step away. My aura’s only strong a foot or so out.”

She hugged him tight, then relented when he hissed.

“You’re like a fucking sponge filled with blood. How you still standing?”

“Like I said. I’m on a mission from God.”

“You really think so?”

“No. Blues Brother’s quote. Let’s… let’s go.”

They started making their way to the bus stop. Slowly the gremlins faded away, retreating into the shadows, hissing and obviously pissed.

“Drop the skillet,” said Serenity. “You don’t need it now.”

“Sentimental value.” Was it just him, or was he feeling better? He sucked in a deeper breath. No, he was definitely feeling better. “I think my aura’s healing me.”

“Tell it to hurry the fuck up. I feel like I’m slow dancing with a badly cooked Sloppy Joe.”

“Heh. Quit flirting with me.”

“Oh, you’ll know when I’m flirting with you. Trust me, this ain’t it.”

A gremlin burst out of the shadows under a car and leaped at them. It was a glorious leap, flea-magnificent, and it torched as it fell upon them, his aura frying it but good.

Ash blew across them both.

“So, they can’t sense my aura,” he mused. “Shit, that’s great.”

“Great? What are you talking about?”

“It means that as soon as I heal up I can start hunting them down.”

“Oh.” Serenity stopped and stared at him. “Oh.”

“Now, wounded as I am? It should take me a week in the hospital to recover. I’ve got the kind of bites that they put dogs down for. But I’m not feeling it. I mean, it hurts, but not like it should. And I sure as fuck shouldn’t be standing.”

“You didn’t raise your stamina?”

“No. I don’t feel like I could run anywhere. Right now a wind could blow me over. But it’s more like… I dunno. Maybe higher Arete improves your ability to heal or resist pain?”

“And I sank all my points into Agility,” she moaned. “Why? Why do I make the wrong choices even during the fucking demon apocalypse? My ma always said I was cursed, and—”

“If you hadn’t, we’d be dead.” James held her gaze. “Seriously. I’d never have hit Mendicant 3 without your Jesse Jamesing those fuckers to pieces.”

“Annie Oakley,” said Serenity morosely. “Not Jesse James.”

“Sure.”

They hobbled on. A gremlin leaped down from a window to land atop a car with a thump and hiss at them.

“Hurry up,” James called to it.

For a moment it looked confused, but then it let out a little shriek and leaped.

Ashed again.

“Amazing,” said Serenity. “We should tie you to the back of a car like newlyweds do those cans, you know? And drive slowly through town, drawing out all the little shits. It’d be glorious.”

“I veto.”

Screams sounded from a brownstone above them. They stopped and looked up. An old woman was wrestling with a gremlin behind her curtains, their silhouette all that was visible. She screamed again, then fell and went silent.

“Forget what I said.” James felt a cold hatred well up inside him. “Let’s go with your plans. Tie me up.”

“I got no ammo.” Serenity glared at the window. “Hey! You little piece of shit! Demon! Get down here!”

No response.

Serenity scrounged around, then let go of James and stepped down to pick up a loose corner of the paver. She worked it free, aimed, then hurled it with remarkable precision at the window.

The glass shattered.

A moment a gremlin appeared, its face gleaming with fresh blood.

“Yeah, you!” Serenity flicked it off. “Get down here!”

It crouched on the window ledge then obliged.

Hit James’s aura and ashed.

“Fucking demons,” hissed Serenity, spitting into the cloud as it dissipated.

“Let’s keep moving.”

They hobbled on, but soon James felt strong enough to walk without help. He bent down beneath a streetlight and examined his legs. His wounds were closing up. Nothing perhaps that a regular person would notice, but to his trained eye he could see improvements that would normally take a day of careful rest and treatment in an ICU. No bleeding, little pain.

“Doesn’t make medical sense.”

“Guess it don’t have to,” said Serenity.

“Guess not.”

“Bus stop is around the corner. We going home?”

Home. The word jarred him. He’d not used it in forever. While part of him wanted to correct her—an old, angry instinct—he knew what she meant. “Yeah. We need to rest a little before we resume our vigilante shit. Actually, you know what? I should post another video. People need to know what this aura can do.”

“True. But we should do it with an example. Make it more credible, you know? A lot of lies and shit online.”

“Right, right. Keep your phone handy.”

“Lost my purse, remember?”

“Here, use mine.”

She took it. “You’ve got 7% battery and no connection.”

“So make it count. We’ll upload when we get Wi-Fi.”

They walked on, heard shouts and screams, and ran.

A bus was parked obliquely across the lane beside the stop. People were falling out of the accordion doors in their haste to get out. Inside they saw a couple of gremlins wreaking havoc, leaping and slashing at the people still trapped inside.

More gremlins were emerging from the shadows.

“All right, record me, fast!”

James hobble-jogged toward the bus. A gremlin came bounding toward him. He ignored it, and it ashed against him. Moving quickly brought the pain to life, and he had to grit his teeth against the jagged agony that shot up his legs.

But he couldn’t go slow.

Two more gremlins ashed against him before he reached the bus. People were shouting, sobbing, and screaming, but he shoved his way through them to the doors.

“Phone’s dead!” Serenity yelled as she ran to catch up.

“You!” James turned to point a finger in a bearded emo dude’s face. “Record this shit!”

The man’s eyes widened, panic giving way to a reflex to obey orders, and he raised his phone.

James hissed in pain as he hauled himself onto the bus. The closest gremlin was attacking a burly dude in a bomber jacket, who’d turned away and wrapped his arms about his head as the creature slashed his back to ribbons.

“Hey. Hey!” James staggered forward. The gremlin froze, looked up at him, and snarled. James hefted his skillet, then reached out instead to touch it.

It went to bite his finger off, his aura flashed, and it ashed.

The second one saw the flare of light, ceased chewing on the stomach of a fallen woman, and bounded toward him, leaping at the last in their signature style.

It hit James’s aura and ashed.

Silence.

James fought the urge to collapse into a seat. The emo dude was still recording. James got off the bus and walked up.

“Listen up. Got an update from my last video. Dump all your points into Arete. It’s what levels up your aura. I know strength and agility and whatever sound like good options, but this?” He held up his hand and realized his aura was off, shaking his head. “This aura just saved our lives. My first five points got me to thirteen, and my aura activated, Lead, Level 1. Just strong enough to burn any Nemesis that touched me, though they could still fuck me up. Five more points got me to eighteen, and they started charring. But now at Level 23, they turn to ash before they get close.”

The emo dude moved his head to one side so he could stare at James. “Who the fuck are you, dude?”

James looked down at himself. He still wore the ankle-length, caramel-furred pimp jacket, had a black iron skillet coated in blood and imp brains, and was covered in blood and gashes. For a moment he thought he should say his name, but what would that mean to anyone?

Serenity had told him hashtags were what worked online.

Hashtags were what allowed you to go viral.

He had to get this information out there.

Had already blown up with one hashtag in particular.

Voice heavy with exhaustion and pain, expression grim, he stared into the phone’s camera. “I’m the sexy lumberhomelessjack dude.”


Chapter 9:

What a Shitshow

They got a ride back to Serenity’s apartment from a grateful survivor who had called their mom to pick them up. James passed out in the back, leaving Serenity to fend off the excited questions from the teenaged girl in the passenger seat.

He awoke when they pulled up outside the laundromat.

The place was closed, the lights out, the blood smears on the sidewalk black in the street lights.

“So amazing,” said the young woman as James got out. “I’m going to get ready, accept the acknowledgment thing, and then dump all my points into Arete like you said.”

“Constantina Juventud De Marias, you are going to do no such thing,” snapped her mother from behind the wheel as she pulled away from the curb.

The sound of their arguing drifted off into the night.

Serenity hugged herself. “We’re back minus my phone and with no ammo.”

“You win some, you lose some. Shall we?”

The street was dead. They wasted no time unlocking the narrow front door and hurried up the cold stairwell into Serenity’s apartment, where James shucked the pimp coat, considered passing out on the couch, then reluctantly realized he had to wash out his wounds, even if they didn’t hurt.

Showering was awkward. His bandages were filthy and covered in gremlin blood, as well as having been bitten and mangled. After a long period of hesitation, he peeled off the tape and unwound it. Round and round, till his forearm came into view. The fresh puncture wounds were shocking, but the old bite was already mostly healed.

James studied the scabbed-over puncture marks in the harsh bathroom light, dumbfounded. He kept expecting his body to behave the way it had all his life. Then, carefully, he removed the sodden and dirty bandages from around his neck, hissing as the adhesive tugged at his beard.

Just the same.

“Well, I’ll be.”

He got into the shower and washed out the gashes and bite marks. His legs looked like something out of a horror movie, his forearms almost as bad, but the pain was negligible. The whole thing was surreal. He’d seen countless people screaming in agony and flopping about in their stretchers with less than this, and here he was casually washing it all out in a grimy shower.

Were infections part of his past?

He was too tired to care.

Eventually he emerged, borrowed some more old clothing from Serenity’s ex, and stepped back into the living room barefoot, toweling his hair.

Serenity sat before the TV, hand over her mouth, watching an anchorman trying to keep his shit together live.

James fetched up against the back of the couch, towel still pressed to the back of his head.

“…evidence now that everyone who followed guidance on not accepting the acknowledgment request from the first and second global wave has died, attacked by something far more powerful than what the Nemesis 1 has been capable of. This is being described as a punitive measure on the part of this enigmatic and malicious system that is controlling events, and even now reports are coming in of tens if not hundreds of thousands dying almost simultaneously.”

The man paused and pinched the bridge of his nose. The silence was total. When he resumed speaking, his voice was thick with emotion. “On behalf of this station, I wish to offer the bereaved our sincerest condolences and apologies. The NSA, the CDC, and other government agencies that issued the safety guidelines did so with the information they had at hand, information that we’re now realizing is painfully inadequate. Thus the safety guidelines on all government websites are being amended: do not accept the acknowledgment request if you are unprepared. The National Guard is deploying to every major metropolitan area, and those members who have already killed their own Nemesis 1s will be wearing blue arm bands. The new policy if you receive an acknowledgment request is to find the closest National Guard station, maps of which will be provided on your local government website, and there explain your situation.”

The anchor’s voice gained strength. “The National Guard will then ensure that your Nemesis 1 will be killed when it approaches you, ensuring your safety and wellbeing. This policy will go into effect at different times across different cities, so again, check your local government websites for more accurate data.”

“Hundreds of thousands?” whispered Serenity, turning to stare up at him.

James grimaced and draped the towel over his shoulder. “It’s probably higher. The first wave was small. The second wave felt much bigger. If most of them refused to acknowledge, we could be looking at millions dead.”

Serenity just gaped at him.

James strode to the window to escape that haunted look in her eyes and stared down at the dark street. A little traffic had picked up, but here and there he saw a gremlin stalking through the night.

They were still leaving those who’d not been messaged alone.

How long till the third wave struck?

“But we can fight them,” said Serenity with brittle conviction. “Raise our numbers. Develop auras like yours. All we need is—what—a thousand people like you in each city? And we can wipe the floor with them.”

“Yeah.” His voice was soft. “But that’s assuming this Level 3 aura is as effective against Nemesis 2.”

“Shit.” Serenity stared out at nothing, and James did the same thing. Summoned the count down.

71 Hours till Nemesis 2 Released

“This Nemesis 2 count down is just for the first wave, right?” Serenity blinked and looked over at him. “The second wave will get theirs a day later?”

“I guess so.”

For a while neither of them spoke, then James came and sat next to her and they started surfing the news. Word was filtering in from around the world. The trend to refuse acknowledgments had gone briefly global, and now the tragedy was hitting everyone all at once. People were trying to calculate the sheer number of the dead, with speculation being caveated endlessly by experts who seemed to spend more time explaining how loose and unreliable their figures were over actually giving the numbers.

But the consensus ranged from fifty million to three hundred million dead worldwide.

Images were shown of the Ganges River in India mobbed by an endless crowd determined to burn their deceased upon its hallowed banks. Riots were breaking out in Quito, Pretoria, Lagos, Athens. The pope was holding a twelve-hour vigil for the dead, with Saint Peter’s Square overflowing with weeping devotees holding a sea of candles. Violence had broken out in Jerusalem, with Hamas having launched numerous unguided missile attacks, one of which had hit an important target and done terrible damage. This in turn had sparked a violent retaliation by the government, while a fringe extremist had arisen claiming to be a prophet and begun demanding the death of all heathens on holy soil in the name of God.

On and on it went. A global catastrophe. Looting in Melbourne. A massive turn out of tens of thousands of New Age spiritualists in the Mojave Desert praying for salvation.

James stared, horrified, and in his mind’s eye he saw the globe slowly spinning, one continent following another, each with its cities, its borders, its nations and cultures, their histories and tragedies, their religions and people. All of them bloodied, shocked, and devastated. Hundreds of millions were dead. All in a little over twenty-four hours. All those bodies, mutilated and hacked apart. Endless images of weeping, screaming relatives. Government officials giving commands, national leaders trying to comfort and reassure their constituents, militaries mobilizing, people locking their doors, people wandering the streets numb and heartsick and indifferent to their fate.

Serenity eventually turned off the TV. “I need a drink.”

“God, yeah.”

They grabbed their coats. James picked up his skillet again. They descended, crossed the street, then climbed down the short flight of stairs to Herman’s bar.

The place was packed. Herman and two rough-looking guys were pouring them as fast as they could, but when Herman saw James looming over the back of the crowd he shouted his greetings and waved him over.

The crowd parted reluctantly at first, and then a woman pointed at him like he was an animal at the zoo and said over the news playing loudly over the TV, “Holy shit, it’s the sexy lumberjack guy.”

Most of the crowd clearly didn’t know what she was talking about, but enough did that people turned to stare, and James found himself freezing in place, wishing he’d ditched the coat to cross the street, had shaved off his beard, anything.

Life as a homeless man had meant this kind of attention was never good. Old instincts kicked in and he began to back away, anticipating the shouts, the demands he get out.

But Serenity grabbed him by the arm and said loudly, “That’s sexy lumberhomelessjack to you, lady.”

“Was that real?” shouted a guy from down the bar, his accent thick Bostonian. “Or was that special effects shit?”

“It was real, all right,” Serenity answered, dragging James up to the bar. “I swear it on my mother’s grave. And what kind of fucked up asshole would upload fake shit at a time like this?”

Another guy with a bright red baseball cap glowered at James. “So you claiming to have the powers of the Lord or something?”

“No,” said James quietly, but nobody heard him.

“What, you stupid?” Serenity glared at the man, unabashed. “Ain’t you got your personal statistics sheet yet?”

“No,” groused the big dude. “Not been invited to join. But I’ll tell you this. When I am? I’m going to welcome it. I got more guns than an entire brigade. Satan won’t find me sleeping.”

Cheers from down the bar.

“So how does it work?” demanded the woman. “I put my a single point into every stat, but I didn’t get an aura.”

Everybody stared at James again. Herman poured him three fingers of good whiskey and slid the glass over.

Silence as James took a steadying sip, and then he set the glass down so he wouldn’t chug it all. “Look.” His voice was a rasp. “I don’t know why or how this works. All I know is that once my Arete hit thirteen I got a Level 1 Lead Aura. And no, I don’t know why it’s lead. But the aura hurts the gremlins—”

“Demons,” Serenity interjected helpfully.

“—and that’s all that matters. By the time I hit twenty-three points of Arete, my aura was ashing them before they could touch me.”

“I’ve killed three of the little shits,” said the Bostonian guy. “But I ain’t leveled. How many you gotta kill?”

James and Serenity shared a look.

“Maybe twenty for Level 2? We weren’t really keeping track,” said James.

“More than that,” said Serenity firmly. “I shot at least thirty of them before I leveled.”

The Bostonian guy’s eyes went wide. “You what now?”

“Honey, I emptied a hundred and seventeen rounds at demons this afternoon. You gotta work if you wanna keep up.”

“Jesus Christ,” said the guy, and sat down.

Everyone was staring.

James raised the whiskey and took a gulp.

“You know what? Maybe we’ll get a bottle to go,” said Serenity. “Herman, you hook us up?”

“You got it, Serenity,” said the old man. “I saw the video of James here doing his thing. Praise be. You got an open tab till the world drowns in fire.” And he pushed a bottle of whiskey over.

Serenity winked at him. “You’re the best, Herm. All right, everybody, show's over. We’re leaving. You see a demon, aim for center mass, yeah?”

James finished his whiskey and followed Serenity back outside and up the steps. Closed his fur coat tightly about himself and took the bottle when she passed it to him and drank.

“What a shitshow.” Serenity led the way back. “Now we can’t even get drinks no more.”

“Well, at least word got out.”

“You better credit me as your PR agent. You wouldn’t have ever made it big on TikTok without my know-how.”

“I’ll give you a cut of the profits.”

“Hey.” She rounded on him. “What’s the matter?”

“Nothing.”

“No, for real. You look spooked.”

“Just… I don’t like crowds.”

“Ah, I get it. Yeah. But you were like a hero to them.”

“I don’t want to be no hero. Just… I guess I have to help, but it don’t mean I want everybody staring at me.”

“Fair enough.” She took a swig of the whiskey. “Look, the world has always been a shit place, but now? It’s just getting a whole lot shittier. But we did some good work today, and we got a bottle of Jack, and tomorrow’s another day. Let’s go drink this, maybe screw, and see what the morning brings.”

James tensed.

“Jeez, I’m just messing with you! I know you don’t want to bang. You like guys?”

“No, I don’t like guys.”

“You got a wife, then?”

His expression settled like concrete, and Serenity’s eyes widened. “Wow. Never mind. We can kill demons together, save each other’s lives, but I guess we don’t have to get personal. Fine. Will you at least help me with this bottle?”

“I’ll help you with that bottle.”

They reached the front door but then paused as tan army trucks started to roll through the closest intersection. One after another, their backs covered with tarps, each identical, their headlights cutting through the night, ignoring the traffic lights overhead as they rolled on.

“Damn,” whispered Serenity when the last truck had disappeared. “I counted seventeen of them.”

“There better be a lot more coming.” James took the bottle to wash down the words he’d almost said: “And we’ll need infinitely more if they’re to make a goddamned difference.”


Chapter 10:

The National Guard is Here to Help

62 Hours till Nemesis 2 Released

James lay on the couch staring up at the letters that hovered three feet from him. Futile questions ran through his mind. How was he seeing them? How did they track with his line of sight if he could interpose his hand and block them out? Pupil tracking? How did something so high-tech correlate with the vicious, demonic evil of Nemesis 1? How did the Nemesis 1s materialize so close in the first place? Was teleportation a thing now?

More importantly, why?

Why send a Nemesis 1 after each human? An inescapable agent of someone’s downfall. Why? Who had humanity pissed off this bad?

Then again, the first thing he’d seen back in the subway station was that a 60,000-year countdown timer had expired.

Who the fuck had shown up sixty-thousand years ago when Homo sapiens were figuring out cave painting and thought, “Yeah, screw these monkeys, let’s set a countdown timer to go off sixty fucking thousand years in the future to ruin their day.”

Had an original Homo sapiens pissed off these guys that badly?

Or was it more of a civilizational thing? What was the name of that theory, the science fiction one, which sought to explain why the universe wasn’t crowded with alien life? They’d posited that there’s a threshold of dangerous tech that no species can cross without destroying itself. That the very urges to evolve and dominate would cause self-destruction.

James pinched the bridge of his nose. Maybe it wasn’t discovering nukes that did all the aliens in. Maybe it was this Nemesis system.

“Morning, sunshine.” Serenity’s voice was a croak and she emerged from her room, a Rage Against the Machine shirt hanging down to her knees. “Coffee? Cocaine? Bullet to the head?”

James struggled to sit. The couch was so old it felt like trying to pull himself free of quicksand. “Coffee sounds good.”

“You know, I kind of wish there was a way to accelerate this Nemesis 2 thing.” The kitchen was now halfway cleaned. She’d stopped upon uncovering the coffee carafe. “The suspense was killing me, but now I just want to get it over with.”

“Hmmph.”

“Right?” She turned to look at him with exaggerated emphasis. “Exactly what I was thinking! You put it so well.”

He glowered at her.

She grinned and turned back to her back-from-the-dead Mr. Coffee. “So, what we got on the books today? You gonna reach out to the UN? Should we start a charity for orphaned kids? Open a hot dog stand?”

“Open a hot dog stand?”

“Yeah, you know. Cute little chrome number, we’d get matching outfits and matching rifles. Wheel it around town, feeding cute stray dogs and mowing down demons.”

“Dubious business proposition.”

She turned the machine on and it began to gurgle. “Yeah, everyone always told me I didn’t have a head for numbers. Or the law. Or good relationships. But look at me now.”

James raised an eyebrow and she winked at him. “I’m riding shotgun with the sexy lumberhomelessjack and kinda sorta getting some kicks out of the apocalypse. I mean, at the time it sucked, but now? That cupcake shop was like the O.K. Corral. I felt like John Wick in there. Maybe that can be my name? Jane Wick?”

“Coffee.”

“Men.” She fished a couple of mugs out of the sink. “So for real. What are we doing today? Hitting up the National Guard?”

James took up the TV remote and with some trepidation turned on the news.

“…has confirmed that a historical draw-down of our military forces abroad is now taking place, with over a hundred thousand active-duty members from all branches scheduled to return so as to bolster efforts to secure the streets of our cities. The National Guard is still deploying to key areas, though reports confirm that over three hundred thousand—”

He changed the channel.

A reporter was interviewing a guy in paramilitary gear, a machine gun propped over his shoulder.

“…not going to take this sitting down.” The guy’s tone was heated. “This is our turf. This is our home. If these little fuckers think they can stroll into the USA and throw-down, they’re going to learn there are three hundred million patriots ready to die for the liberty of our nation. We’re renaming ourselves the Liberty Battalion and are accepting memberships. Reach out to our website to register and receive your orders—”

Change of channel.

“…at Johns Hopkins University have released preliminary results on MRI’s conducted on people actively viewing these alien messages and confirmed no irregular brain activity beyond heightened levels of stress and fear. This leads them to hypothesize that these messages are holographic in nature, though the source of these projections has yet to be determined, as they can appear in closed rooms—”

Change of channel.

“…regret to announce that the Super Bowl is indeed being delayed due to—”

Change of channel.

“…that tastes amazing.”

“The trick, Martha, lies in adding seven sticks of butter—”

James turned the TV off. “Guess shit’s still going south.”

Serenity handed him a mug. “Why did I drop my purse? I’d kill to check social media right now. That’s where the real news is.”

“The government has a free phone program. Federal Lifeline Assistance. You could apply. With a little luck, you could have a replacement within the month.”

“Ha ha.” She sipped her coffee. “For real, though. Should we hit up the National Guard, or go level?”

James realized he’d not considered grinding. He’d thought of killing the gremlins to help others out, but not expressly to boost his stats. “Yeah, maybe. Let’s hit up the National Guard, see if I can help. I’m curious about how they’re going to help. Patrols? Boost the police? Then we can find some gremlins to kill. Third wave should be hitting today. There’ll be millions more out there.”

“Sounds like a plan.” She ruffled his hair and then walked back into her room. “I’ll be ready in a minute.”

He watched her retreat into her room, the rust-red shirt doing little to hide how her body had changed, and averted his eyes. Blushing, he gulped his coffee and then hissed as he burnt his tongue.

“Idiot,” he muttered.

Ten minutes later they hit the streets. The February sun was weak and the light watery, but the chill breeze felt refreshing, and it was heartening to see life on the streets. The doomsday feel of the night before had receded before some measure of normalcy. With millions still unaffected by the outbreak, it was impossible to expect people to stay home.

James tugged his pimp coat closer and eyed clothing racks as they passed secondhand stores with longing.

“No money,” said Serenity, looping her arm through his. “And c’mon, you’re building a brand here. That coat’s super distinctive.”

“I would pay a hundred bucks for a baseball bat. And just as much for a real jacket.”

“But you’re broke, I’m broke, and shit’s not gotten so bad yet that we can just start looting, right? So you got a skillet and a gorgeous fur coat.”

To which James could only shake his head.

The National Guard was definitely out. Whoever was running this operation was doing it right. A tan truck rolled down the street or through an intersection every ten minutes or so, marking their presence, and there were squads outside the subway stations and at bus stops, talking to folks and handing them papers.

James hated approaching men and women in uniform. Years on the street had taught him this usually went one way. Not every time, but cops were often overworked, stressed out, and with no patience for his explanations as to why he was trying to sleep here or asking for money there.

His gut tightened up and he clenched his skillet tighter, but together he and Serenity walked up to the squad stationed beside the bus stop up ahead.

Goddamnit, why did he only have a pimp coat to wear? The second he could, he was changing it up. Branding be damned.

Half the squad was talking to other pedestrians. They looked casual and competent, glossy black M16 rifles in the patrol carry position, muzzles pointed at the ground. They were dressed in camo, but instead of helmets wore tan caps, and on their shoulders wore American flag patches under red shields on which a gold lion stood rampant.

Each guard also had a blue armband.

“Hey, check it out,” said a teenager raising his phone. “It’s the sexy lumberjack. Dude, you’re a legend.”

James grimaced, but several of the National Guard had turned to him, and in that moment he saw recognition flare in their faces.

Shit.

“Sir?” A heavyset guard with a square jaw stepped forward.

The urge to bolt was overwhelming. James felt his expression constrict, and if Serenity hadn’t been holding onto his arm, he might have turned and run.

“Sir?” The guard looked him up and down. “Are you the, ah, sexy lumberhomelessjack?”

James wanted to die, but Serenity raised her chin. “You see any other badasses walking around here?”

“The mayor has asked that we keep an eye out for you and invite you to speak with his people at the Emergency Management building here in downtown Brooklyn. We’ve been instructed to provide you with transportation.”

“Am I under arrest?”

The guard blinked. “Arrest? We’re not the police. I’m Sergeant Metcalf, with the 642nd Aviation Support Battalion, Company C. You’ve drawn a lot of attention with your two videos, and the mayor would like to speak with you. That’s all.”

James took a shaky breath. “It’s never that simple. And if I refuse?”

Sergeant Metcalf’s expression hardened. “Why would you refuse? You clearly have a sense of civic duty, or you wouldn’t be posting those videos. They’ve made a difference, but people have questions. You would be providing critical help by sharing what you know. That’s all.”

The sergeant hadn’t answered his question. James gave Serenity a panicky look. Her lips were pursed, but then she gave a curt nod. “Fine. We’ll go.”

“Very good.” The sergeant turned away to speak into his handheld radio, received a confirmation, then turned back. “We’re all set. Your ride will be here shortly.”

“How are you guys handling this?” asked James. If he was to be questioned, he might as well get some info, too. “What are you telling people?”

Another guard who’d be listening gave James one of their flyers. It featured a map of Brooklyn with three red stars, the closest being Grand Army Plaza just north of sprawling Prospect Park. The text was simple:

The National Guard is here to help.

If you receive a request to acknowledge a Nemesis 1,

Make your way to the closest clearing zone.

Further guidance will be provided there.

“What’s happening at these clearing zones?” he asked, handing the flyer back.

“We’re processing people who’ve been notified,” said Sergeant Metcalf. “Organizing them into groups of fifty or a hundred, taking them into Prospect Park, and then having them accept the acknowledgment request at the same time. A cordon of guards then shoots the enemy when they appear. Citizens are then released through another exit and the next batch brought in.”

James frowned. “But only three zones? We’re due for the third wave today. That could mean millions of folks. At the rate of fifty or a hundred—”

The sergeant’s expression turned grim. “Command is adapting and growing the operation as quickly as they can. We’re going to be reinforced soon, but this is what’s been spun up on short notice. It’s also why the mayor is eager to speak with you. What you demonstrated on last night’s video was… impressive.”

“Nobody else has been dumping their points into Arete?”

“We’re not leveling fast enough. The guard has been superlative at defeating their own Nemesis, but we’re not racking up enough concentrated kills to rise to Mendicant 2 consistently, much less Mendicant 3.”

“Yeah,” interjected the guard with the flyers. The name tape read Green. “How did you get that high so fast?”

James shared a look with Serenity. “We got cornered, and they kept calling for back-up. We killed them as they rushed us.”

“Damn,” said Green. “Out standing.”

“How many did it take to level?” asked Sergeant Metcalf.

“Hard to say,” said Serenity, affecting a careless tone. “I think I shot… thirty? Before I hit Level 2?”

The sergeant considered her with new interest. “You’re second rank?”

“No, honey. Third.”

Green let out a low whistle. “How many kills to reach third?”

“Again, hard to say. Probably another fifty?”

“You killed eighty Nemeses last night?” asked the sergeant with barely hidden skepticism.

“Sure.” Serenity lounged against James. “Don’t believe me?”

“I didn’t say that, miss.”

“Uh-huh.”

“What were you shooting?” asked Green. “Automatic? You spray and pray?”

Serenity’s expression turned disdainful. “Glock 17.”

“You did all that with a Glock?” A third guard had stepped up, Hernandez on her name tape. “Eighty kills?”

“Uh-huh.” Serenity inspected her nails. “My aim wasn’t the best, but once I hit Agility 16, I tightened up.”

Hernandez blinked. “I look forward to raising my Agility, then.”

A tan truck rounded the corner. Came fast then slammed on the brakes so that the tires skidded a foot. The driver door flew open and a broad-shouldered soldier fairly leaped down, his blue eyes gleaming, his grin irrepressible. “Sergeant Metcalf.”

“Private Williams,” said Metcalf, his tone dour. “This here is… sir, what are your names?”

“James Kelly.”

“Serenity.”

“Mr. Kelly and Miss Serenity need transportation to the NYC Emergency Management building on Cadman Plaza East.”

“Yes Sergeant.” Williams turned to James, his china-blue eyes gleaming. The guy was positively vibrating with energy. “Ready?”

They climbed into the truck’s cab. Williams leaned out, checked traffic, then accelerated abruptly into the street, his manner alarmingly casual as he maneuvered the truck at a dangerous speed. “So, you’re the sexy lumberjack? Oh shit, that’s wild. Or do you prefer James? James Kelly. Man, I’ve been dying to meet you since we saw your video last night. Even while we were deploying word was going around, that this badass pimp was ashing Nemeses by just looking at them.”

James grabbed the oh-shit handle as Williams slid the truck around a slow-moving minivan and then ran a yellow light to careen on down the street.

“You’re a fucking legend already. Though have you heard of El Capitan? You think he’s really Rank 4?”

“Never heard of him,” said James.

“Her. She’s out in LA. Man, talk about a badass! She got trapped in an elevator shaft or something, private security detail, had an M4, just went to town. But she didn’t go all-out Arete like you did, she went pure Agility, and now she’s just walking the streets mowing them down. Though of course it’s a question of ammo, right?”

“I think there’s lots of ammo in the States.”

“True, true. Wow.” Williams gazed at him admiringly. “So what’s your theory on why this is happening? Me, I think it’s aliens. You know the theory where aliens were supposed to have brought life to Earth, way back? Like, those Andes drawings that only make sense when seen from way up high? I bet we’re like an experiment sixty thousand years in the making, and they wanted to see how fast we could evolve before hitting us with the Nemesis trial. Like a stress test.”

James stared at the driver. “You think all this is a stress test?”

“Hell yeah! Survival of the fittest. In eighty-eight days the pits open, whatever that is, like a final boss fight. We’ve got to level up as much as possible before then, and those who survive will be rewarded with, shit, I don’t know, like alien tech, or maybe we’ll be inducted into some galaxy super league or something.”

“Galaxy super league.”

“Yeah, you know? Every civilization that’s survived the Nemesis test. Bunch of badasses.”

“And you think we’ll make it?”

Williams grinned at him, teeth flashing an almost blinding white. “Dude, Uncle Sam’s been spending hundreds of billions on the military since forever. We’re the most elite, best equipped, most lethal fighting force the world has ever seen. Trust me. These Nemeses punks? They ain’t got a chance.”


Chapter 11:

No Time for This BS

They didn’t get to see the mayor.

Instead, Williams dropped them off outside the NYCEM Headquarters after getting waved through the security checkpoint. The place was a madhouse, with all kinds of army vehicles, news trucks, and emergency tents set up in the neighboring park space around a fountain. The building itself was a great cube some six stories tall, a fusion of gray paneling, blue reflective windows, and creamy vertical stone accents that made it look like something out of Minority Report.

A young woman in crisp business attire and rimless glasses was waiting for them, scrolling through her tablet while talking on her Bluetooth earpiece. She was everything James was not, the epitome of the world he’d left behind seven years ago: elegant, clean, perfect skin, perfect poise, young, healthy.

Williams pulled up right before her, double parking with panache. The place was awash in officials, many in military uniforms, people striding in and out of the building, standing in knots smoking or drinking coffees, everybody on their phones, with security everywhere.

The blonde lady tapped her earpiece and looked up as James opened the truck door. “Mr. Lumberhomelessjack?”

“Fuck,” he growled. “This is going to haunt me forever.”

“Jessica Miles, Assistant to the First Deputy Commissioner of the New York City Emergency Management Department. If you’ll follow me? I’ll brief you as we walk.”

“Good luck, guys!” Williams raised a fist. “I’m subscribed to your TikTok channel, Ms. Serenity—keep us posted!”

“Will do, hon.” Serenity looked more hesitant as she stepped down, her earlier bravado with Metcalf melting away before the sheer intensity of political and government power on display.

James propped his skillet on his shoulder, feeling like an ass but strangely attached to it. He strode alongside Jessica, one hand shoved in his pimp coat pocket, doing his level best to ignore the stares he attracted.

He kind of stood out.

“Your TikTok video last night showcases the first documented example of a Level 3 Lead Aura,” Jessica said as she strode through the crowd gathered before the building. “Far too little energy has been allocated to examining the personal statistics and the consequences of spending points on any given variation, but your video shocked management out of their tunnel vision. We’re liaising with teams across the country and the federal government to analyze the best possible builds, and you spearheading this initiative by going all out on Arete is of immense interest to us.”

“Sure,” said James as they entered through the great glass doors into the echoing lobby. He placed his iron skillet on the conveyor belt and then followed Jessica through the metal detector. The guards eyed him dubiously, but apparently, skillets weren’t forbidden. Serenity’s Glock 17, however, was held for her until they left.

Jessica led them to a bank of elevators, taking a call on her earpiece and ignoring them till they entered the first elevator, then rose to the second floor. She led them down a busy hallway. The air was alive with voices, people speaking into phones, people arguing with each other, the gravelly tones of military officers, the efficient, clipped language of harassed government officials, the sounds of an entire building alive with purpose and filled the brim with people trying to figure out how to survive.

“Our department contains workstations for some 130 city, state, federal, and non-profit agencies,” Jessica said, leading them through the bustling activity. “The mayor has expressed a desire to speak with you, but frankly he’s swamped. If you’ll wait here?” She gestured at a row of white chairs set against what seemed to be a random wall. “I’ll come let you know when he has a free moment.”

Serenity sat without a word. James felt a profound weariness descend upon him. What was the army’s famous phrase? “Hurry up and wait”?

“Sure,” he said and sat.

Jessica smiled. “I’ll have someone bring you water. If you’ll excuse me.”

“Maybe this wasn’t the best idea,” Serenity said in a quiet voice.

James watched a woman in a starched military uniform whose breast was covered in a wealth of ribbons and medals stride by with six hangers-on, one of whom was earnestly briefing her on something.

“…secured munitions as requested, but logistics is hampered by the loss of power in…”

“No kidding.” James shifted uneasily. “How much you want to bet the mayor’s forgotten I exist?”

“Look at all these people.” From where they sat they could watch the flow of traffic through an intersection up ahead, as well as the meetings taking place inside glass-walled meeting spaces outfitted with all kinds of fancy tech. Most of the meetings featured folks on monitors, while huge displays showed all kinds of data that changed faster than James could track, from heat maps of the city to bar charts to spreadsheets.

“Wish we had your phone.” James shifted again. “We’re going to need to remedy that.”

“Maybe we can ask the mayor for one. And some cash. Tell him we don’t work miracles without some drinking money.”

“Yeah.” James studied the faces as they went by. They were uniformly tense, but not all-out panicked. There was still a sense of control. “That’ll go over well.”

An hour passed. Nobody brought them water. James was about to get up and just leave when Jessica appeared again, looking more harried, listening intently to her earpiece and gesturing for them to follow without losing focus on the conversation she was part of.

They were led up a floor, down another hall, and then through a reception area into a large corner office with the name Deputy Commissioner Eli Mack on the door plaque.

The room inside was dominated by a huge table, a bank of monitors on the left wall, filing cabinets, a scattering of chairs that were already mostly taken, and a view over the highway and the downtown Brooklyn skyline.

The man behind the desk was old, white-haired, and lean, with the look of ex-military to him. He was listening to a heavyset younger man explain something but raised a hand cutting him off as Jessica entered.

“Deputy Commissioner Mack, this is James Kelly and Serenity, the individuals from the viral TikTok video we discussed earlier.”

The deputy commissioner rose to his feet. “Good to have you with us. The mayor won’t be joining us—he’s tied up with the heads of CERT but gave us the go-ahead to talk. I’m the Deputy Commission of Response, and this is Mr. Iverness with the CIA, Assistant Director Lin from FEMA, Captain Vischenka from the NYPD, Major Hackworth from the US Army, and Bishop Nolan.”

James felt like he’d been hit across the head with a two-by-four. He managed a nod to all the inquisitive stares and fumbled for his chair.

“Now.” Mack sat back down as Jessica moved to stand against the wall with a half dozen other assistants actively typing on their pads. “Mr. Kelly. We’re on our heels here. It’s been less than forty-eight hours since the world went mad. What can you tell us? Do you know why this happening? Who is managing these Nemeses, and why?”

James’s throat closed up. He leaned forward, coughed into his fist, and felt his brow prickle with sweat. Carefully, slowly, as if a rapid movement might get him shot, he placed his skillet on the carpet. “I, ah, no sir. I’m sorry. Don’t know where you got the impression that I did.”

Frowns.

Mr. Iverness, a mild-mannered guy with prematurely white hair and black-rimmed glasses, quirked his head to one side. “Yet in your video, you spoke authoritatively about how to best optimize the use of these ‘unspent points.’ Where did you get this knowledge?”

“Firsthand experience, sir. I, ah, I mean, we—Serenity and I—we were trapped in a cupcake shop last night and had to—ah, kill a lot of the gremlins, I mean, the Nemeses, to survive. I dumped all my points in Arete, and it resulted in my gaining this Level 3 Lead Aura that fried the gremlins when they got too close.”

“But how did you know to spend the points in Arete?” This from the FEMA lady. “Isn’t that an unconventional choice?”

“I… yes. I guess it is.” James wiped the sweat from his brow. There were people watching from the monitors, another five or six faces that Mack hadn’t bothered introducing, half of them military. “I guess you could call it intuition, what made me choose it. The whole situation was so strange I figured the one thing I didn’t understand might be the key to, ah, optimizing my chances of survival.”

“Over strength or power?” asked the CIA man. “What is your profession, Mr. Kelly?”

Here it came. James sat up straighter. “I don’t have one. I’m homeless.”

“I see.” He tapped his tablet. “Our records indicate that you were an EMT here in NYC until the tragedy that befell your family. After that, you mostly fall off the radar. Can you explain what you’ve been doing these past seven years?”

James felt his chest tighten, anger rise within him, but what the fuck could he do? He glared at the CIA guy and then lowered his gaze to the carpet. “I told you. I’ve been homeless. So mostly being cold and hungry.”

The NYPD Captain looked at her own tablet. “We’ve medical records from six months ago. A hit and run?”

“That’s right. Broke my leg.”

“And before that, in 2019, an arrest for disorderly behavior. In 2018, a warning for trespassing. In 2016, you were arrested for damaging a parked vehicle while intoxicated.”

Serenity glared at the captain. “What’s this about? You’re the ones who called us in here. Now you’re giving him the third degree?”

The captain met Serenity’s glare with stoic indifference. “We’re establishing whom we’re talking with here. We’ve only got one TikTok video to go off. Credibility is critical if we’re to believe your story.”

“Give me a break,” said Serenity, sitting back.

“The point is, we’re at a critical moment in this development.” The Deputy Commissioner steepled his fingers. “Mr. Kelly, as far as we know, you’re the only person to claim to have reached Rank 3 Mendicant and developed this aura. We’ve registered only two hundred or so individuals who have reached Rank 3 or higher, and none of them have gone full Arete. You’ll excuse us if we’re curious about who we’re dealing with here.”

James just stared at the guy.

The bishop cleared his throat. “If I may? Mr. Kelly, I’m Bishop Nolan, here on behalf of Archbishop Connolly. Are you familiar with the term ‘arete’?”

“Yeah. It means human potential, or how to achieve it. Excellence.”

“That’s right. It’s an ancient Greek term that has directed a lot of speculation as to the nature of this system we’re dealing with. Aristotle in his Doctrine of the Mean uses arete as a measure of things that are useful in life, a goal for education, say. That we should all strive to be useful, to fulfill our potential, whatever that may be. Originally—” He caught himself and laughed. “And by that I mean yesterday—there was speculation that Arete might thus be some manner of cap on the other statistics, and that one had to raise it in order to increase one’s stats further, which would be more in line with the Homeric notion. Yet you have clearly put that idea to rest. If raising one’s Arete results in a stronger Aura, then it seems Arete has a more spiritual nature.”

James stared at the bishop. “All right.”

“What we need to determine,” said Major Hackworth, a handsome man who looked just like the old movie star, Errol Flynn, “is whether we should establish a doctrine advising people to focus their point expenditure on Arete or not. Is it a tactically optimal move to have everybody develop this system of person defense?”

James sat back as the others began to argue. More and more he felt his hopes begin to tank. The Third Wave was about to kick off, and yet everyone here was too busy engaging in theoreticals to do anything about it.

Mack listened carefully, then finally interjected as the police captain and CIA guy started getting into a heated exchange. “What we need is first a live demonstration of Mr. Kelly’s abilities. I’ve got some eggheads from Columbia University on their way now to help set up some experiments. Then we need to figure out optimal ways to accelerate level gain. In the meantime, I’m going to have to excuse myself, as I need to attend a meeting with the Notify New York crew about our messaging.”

James stood up abruptly.

Folks leaned back, their expressions indicating wariness.

“Serenity and I will be leaving now.”

Mack frowned. “You’d be best off waiting to talk to the scientists that are coming down. We need to understand your powers better.”

“No.” Saying that word made him shake.

“Excuse me?”

“I’m not going to waste my time with scientists from Columbia. The Third Wave is going to hit this evening. Given what happened to the Second Wave, and how everybody’s going to be scared to not acknowledge, you can bet that the streets are going to be overrun with Nemeses. So I’m going to go out there and help as best I can.”

People blinked at him. Directors, captains, deputies, assistants, all of them.

“Mr. Kelly,” said the CIA dude. “The knowledge we could gain from your own developments could be instrumental in—”

“No,” James said again. “There’s nothing more to be learned. High Arete leads to ever more powerful auras, which fry gremlins.”

“Demons,” whispered Serenity.

“That’s all you need to know. Right now, with my aura at Level 3, it kills them about a foot away from me. There. Done. You want that ability? Tell your people to dump their points in Arete. Simple. Now if you’ll excuse me.”

People started all talking at once, but James picked up his skillet, took Serenity by the hand, and marched out the door, through the reception room, and out into the hallway.

“Jesus, will you look at you,” Serenity said breathlessly. “When did you become so assertive?”

“With great auras come great responsibilities,” he muttered. “How the hell do we get out of here?”

“This way.”

They strode down the crowded corridor. Voices were raised behind them. James hunched his shoulders. He should have never come here. It was a trap. They were going to force him to comply. Drag him to some lab where they’d throw gremlins at him till it was too late for him to make a difference.

“Mr. Kelly!” The voice was authoritative and stern, but also with a hint of entreaty to it.

It was that note that caused him to stop and turn around.

Major Hackworth pushed through the crowd to catch up. “At ease. I’ve a favor to ask, nothing more.”

James raised his chin.

“If you’re going to patrol the streets, allow me to assign an infantry fireteam to accompany you. Call it superstition, but I’ve a feeling you’re on the forefront of something very interesting, and I want my people there to watch and learn.”

“A fireteam. What’s that?”

“Four soldiers. Two riflemen, one of whom is the team leader, a grenadier, and an automatic rifleman. I’ll make sure they’re good people, and make it clear to the officer that they’re to observe and assist. I understand your wanting to be on the front lines, but as far as we know, you’re a unique case and an asset. Let the US Army help.”

James looked sidelong at Serenity.

“Sure,” she said. “On one condition. We need cell phones and some cash. We’re broke.”

Major Hackworth raised a perfect brow. “The army doesn’t hand out cash.”

“Fine. Cell phones, and I need more ammo. I’m all out. Another Glock wouldn’t go amiss.”

“We use Sig Sauer M17s, not Glocks.”

“Fine. Two of those, a thousand rounds, and we’ll babysit your fireteam.”

Hackworth nodded. “I can make that happen. Can you wait long enough for me to provide transport? We can get you equipped and connected to the fireteam in one go.”

“You’re going to give me the guns?” Serenity sounded startled. “For real?”

“For real.” Hackworth’s smile was grim. “It’s completely against policy, but I don’t think half the people in this building realize how FUBARed we are. So, I’ll bend some rules, get you those phones, guns, and ammo, and then you can show my people what you can do.”

“Deal,” said James, sticking out his hand.

Hackworth shook it. “Give me ten minutes. I need to make some calls.”

When he’d left, Serenity grinned at James. “Oh, man! I think I’m going to love being important. Oh shit. We should have asked for a tank.”

James chuckled, still uneasy, and shook his head. “A fireteam. Hope this is a good move on our part.”

“One way to find out,” said Serenity, leaning against the wall and crossing her arms. “One way to find out.”


Chapter 12:

Kill Zones

The fireteam met them two hours later at the apartment. Hackworth had called James and Serenity an Uber, surprising James, who’d thought they’d have to catch a bus. But it was clear that the major wasn’t a stickler for formalities; he saw his goal and went for it.

In this case, his priorities included keeping James and Serenity happy and open to cooperation.

“What are we going to do with them?” asked Serenity, looking down at the street as the tan Humvee bounced up to park on the sidewalk, so broad it looked almost weird.

“Go for a walk, I guess. Show them the best tourist spots.”

They’d spent the past two hours eating ramen and watching the news. The Third Wave was in effect; reports were flooding in from millions of citizens that their notification screens had popped up at last. Half the channels now were simply repeating the safety bulletins issued by the government, along with directing anybody who didn’t feel safe to get to the closest National Guard clearing zone.

“Grand Army Plaza must be swamped,” muttered James, studying the soldiers as they climbed out of the Humvee. They scanned the street before moving to the narrow door below. “Must have cost Hackworth to get us these four.”

Serenity jogged downstairs to let them in, and a moment later returned with the fireteam. They filled up the space, were bulky with their equipment, their purposeful air, the way they naturally scoped out the apartment, checking corners, peering through the doorway into Serenity’s bedroom, evaluating but keeping their poker faces.

Three men and a woman. All carried black rifles, one of which was huge and had the look of a machine gun, while another had a second ribbed barrel under the first.

“Mr. Kelly?” Between the wrap-around sunglasses, the helmet, and chinstrap, it was hard to make out much of the guy’s face. Lean, hawk-nosed, and freshly shaved but with a dark shadow already across his upper lip. He wore a blue band around his left arm. “I’m Sergeant Mancini, C Company, 1st Battalion, 69th Infantry Regiment. Major Hackworth has ordered us to shadow you over the next twenty-four hours and assist as needed with the Nemesis invasion.”

The man’s voice was firm, his words clipped, but even so, James could sense the resentment that was tightly bottled up in the man’s core.

“James Kelly. This is my friend, Serenity. Do you, ah, want to take a seat?”

“We’ll remain standing, thank you.” Mancini hesitated. “We were told you’ve reached Mendicant Level 3?”

“That’s right. I put all my points into Arete, got it over twenty. Now I’ve got a Lead Aura that fries gremlins when they get too close. I posted a video last night. Guess it got folks’ attention.”

The soldier with the large machine gun loomed over the others so that his gun looked normal-sized across his chest. Square jawed, with clear shades on, he couldn’t have been more than twenty-one. His name strip read Delvecchio. “You don’t say. Last I checked that video had over thirty-four million views.”

Serenity thwapped James across the chest. “See? Viral.”

The female soldier had moved to stand beside the window and watch the street, her rifle held across her chest, muzzle down, her expression impatient. With her helm, shades, and chinstrap, she was just as hard to get a read on. “If you spent more time taking care of your SAW than you did on your phone, Delvecchio—”

Mancini cut in. “So, you’re able to ash these Nemeses before they can touch you? You’re completely protected?”

“Looks like it, yeah. Level 3 was good.” He felt an impulse to show them the lacerations that had mostly healed up overnight leaving behind little but angry scrawlings of crimson across his skin as proof, but decided it was still too soon to start stripping.

Mancini’s tone remained polite. “Could you brief us on what happened? None of us have reached Level 2. We’d appreciate any intel you can share.”

“Sure.” James sat on the sofa’s back and gave a cursory run-through. The woman—he couldn’t see her name strip—kept her gaze on the street the whole time. Delvecchio faded back into the corner beside the front door, while the fourth soldier, Singh, simply listened intently, his manner focused, self-contained.

Mancini asked the questions, and when James described their last stand in the cupcake shop, even the woman looked over to listen.

“Agility 16?” she asked, staring at Serenity, her tone skeptical.

“Better believe it.”

“Here, catch this.” The soldier—last name Huffman, James finally saw—dug a single bullet out of a front pouch and tossed it at Serenity. The throw was purposefully careless and wide, and the bullet thwipped through the air faster than James could follow.

Serenity snagged it cleanly and tossed it underhand back at Huffman, who closed her gloved hand over it with a neat snatch of her own.

“Damn,” said Delvecchio. “I want me some of that.”

“So, the key to advancement is simple.” For the first time, Mancini sounded excited. “To draw a large number of Nemeses into a kill zone and then mow them down. You said a hundred kills will bring us to Level 3 easily?”

“Yeah,” said James. “I think eighty’ll do it.”

“We need three hundred and twenty of them to level up our team.” Mancini considered. “Your tactic of driving slowly and drawing them out seems ideal, as long as the vehicle is secure and there is a destination in mind where we can establish a safe kill zone with no danger to locals.”

“Somewhere industrial,” said Singh. “Large, contained space, like a factory, maybe, or a steel plant.”

Mancini nodded. “We have James drive the car to our destination. His immunity makes him the perfect bait. Then he parks in a designated spot, and we lay down fire till we’ve killed them all.”

“How much ammo do you guys carry?” asked Serenity. “I only ask ’cause I burned through a hundred bullets in a couple of minutes and there were still plenty more of them coming.”

“And by the time we kick this off,” continued James, “we’ll be dealing with Nemeses from the Third Wave. Who knows how many that’ll be.”

“We’ll need an exit plan,” agreed Mancini. “But we typically have a loadout of seven thirty-round magazines. Delvecchio has sixteen.”

“You’ll need to triple that,” said James firmly. “If not more.”

Hoffman raised an eyebrow at him. “You saying we’ll be dealing with thousands of Nemeses?”

“After the Third Wave? Sure.” James considered. “If not more, really. The first wave was tiny. Second Wave was an order of magnitude bigger. If the Third Wave follows that pattern, we could be dealing with tens of thousands of Nemeses, easy.”

The soldiers shared a look.

“We can get more ammo,” said Mancini. “And work on the exit plan. The key will be finding a sheltered location where our flanks and rear are protected.”

“Plus, James here can just wade in and kill them all if things get too heated,” said Serenity with something akin to pride. “So don’t worry too much.”

“Right. Delvecchio, Huffman, head back to base. I’ll put in an order for a couple of mag cans.”

“You brought my guns and ammo?” asked Serenity.

“In the Humvee with your phones,” said Mancini. “I thought the six mags and thousand rounds was overkill, but I guess not. I’m going to get a green light from Major Hackworth for this mission, and then will ask for assistance in locating a suitable kill zone.”

“Sure you don’t want something to drink?” asked Serenity as Huffman and Delvecchio left the apartment.

“Thank you, ma’am. I’m fine.” Mancini drew his radio from its shoulder pouch and moved to stare out the window.

James met Serenity’s gaze. “Guess tonight’s going to be busy.”

* * *

The rest of the day was spent sitting around waiting for Mancini to get clearance from Hackworth, who in turn had to escalate and get approval. It turned out that military operations in friendly urban environments required a lot of planning, paperwork, and analysis.

But eventually, the approval came through.

Huffman and Delvecchio returned with several cases of ammo. Serenity happily set to taking her two new Sig Sauers apart, greasing them up, and reassembling them. James sat watching the news.

It wasn’t good.

The energy in the apartment was excited. The fireteam had relaxed in their presence; with the assignment no longer an obvious waste of their time, they took off their shades, removed helmets, and though they never lost their alertness, they extended to James and Serenity a tentative courtesy that went beyond the stiff formalities of before.

Mancini was the eldest, late twenties, but older than his years. As the team leader he seemed unable to do more than give a painful smile at Delvecchio’s and Huffman’s constant sniping at each other, but nor was he a hardass that insisted on perfect decorum.

Delvecchio was a good-natured giant, a subtle clown who often leaned into his supposed denseness by pretending not to understand simple instructions so as to get people to repeat themselves to his private amusement.

Huffman was all pent-up energy and intensity. Her hair was shaved down to a black fuzz, and her standard expression was one of disdain. She was always pacing, peering out the window, frowning, and listening intently at noises that came from afar. She didn’t sit down once.

Singh, the grenadier, was the subtlest of the four, quiet and thoughtful, and when he spoke it was to interject with some insight or pointed question. It was clear Mancini relied heavily on him.

They headed out a couple of hours before dusk. The Third Wave was hitting hard. People streamed through the streets, heading toward the clearance zones.

But not everybody.

Violence rippled across the city.

Enough people chose to fight their Nemesis that the evening air was a tapestry of gunshots, bellows, cries for help, and shattering glass.

It felt as if Brooklyn was convulsing.

The fireteam got twitchy. Mancini had to order Huffman to relax. But they had a destination and drove to it in the Humvee.

Even now there was plenty of traffic in the streets. Half the city had yet to receive their notification, and James stared out the shatterproof glass as they went about their business. What did this all look like to those folks? To them, the Nemeses were invisible and left them alone.

It must feel like the world had gone mad.

The kill zone had been placed within a huge warehouse on the eastern edge of Queens. It was a new development in a recently built industrial park, surrounded by a high fence, parking, and loading bays down one side for trucks to reverse into.

Opening the huge double doors however revealed why it had been chosen: the interior was the size of a football field, a huge expanse of polished concrete under six parallel lines of fluorescent lights that ran down the length of the ceiling. The walls were girded with orange and blue supports, wooden pallets stacked at their base, loading bays along the left, but otherwise, it was a hundred yards of emptiness.

Mancini outlined the plan. The fireteam and Serenity would set up at the back of the warehouse, right before the back door outside of which would be parked the Humvee. James would drive in through the front and immediately cut right and hug the wall, driving if possible, to the very end of the warehouse where he’d climb out and move behind the fireteam.

“We’ll not open fire till you hit the right wall,” said Mancini, pointing it out as if to be 100% clear that James knew where it was. “We’ll kill anything that follows in behind you. If you bring Nemeses to our frontline on your vehicle, it will be your responsibility to clear them with your aura. If the quantity of Nemeses exceeds our ability to suppress, I’ll close the front doors and call our retreat.”

“Simple enough,” said James, fingering his skillet. “I just need to get myself a car.”

“It’s already in the parking lot,” said Mancini. “There’s a lot of interest in this experiment. If it works, we’ll use it as a model to level up fireteams and squads across the country. Major Hackworth is pulling in every favor he’s got to make this happen.”

The other three soldiers nodded soberly.

“Man,” sighed Delvecchio happily, gazing down the length of the warehouse. “This is going to be like shooting fish in a barrel.

“You’d better deliver,” said Huffman sternly. “You show up with only twenty targets and there’ll be hell to pay.”

“Won’t be a problem,” said James. “What time are we kicking this off?”

Mancini checked his watch. “You observed that the enemy is more willing to emerge at night. So we’ll give it an hour. You’re to ride through residential neighborhoods till you think you’ve built up a critical mass, then make your way here. Your vehicle has bulletproof glass and puncture-proof tires. Drive nice and slow. We’ll maintain contact via radio. When you drive in, head to the right wall—” Mancini pointed it out again “—and then approach. Clear?”

“Clear,” everyone said.

Serenity walked James out to the parking lot. The cold was biting, and flurries of flakes were blowing on the wind, but not enough to show on the floor. She hugged herself as he found the Ford F-150. It was gunmetal gray and gleamed as if just driven off the lot.

“They should have found a piece of shit to sacrifice,” said Serenity.

“They did,” said James, unable to restrain himself.

Serenity hip-bumped him. “Aw, c’mon. You’re not that bad.”

“Ha.” He bounced the key in his hand, then turned to gaze through the chain link fence at the broad avenue that speared straight west toward the Manhattan skyline. Light pollution painted the low-hanging clouds a dirty gray, and the burning symbols slowly spun where they hung by the score over the rooftops.

“So weird,” he whispered. “Never in a billion years did I think my life would come to this.”

“Yeah? Me neither.” She shivered. “But you want to hear something truly fucked up?”

James raised his chin at her.

Serenity glanced away. “Some small, shitty part of me is happy this all happened.” She hunched her shoulders. “Life wasn’t going anywhere good before, you know? And now? Now I’ve got these amazing new abilities, I’m important, I’m helping out. Making a difference. Before? I felt like nobody. Like no one would notice if I died in my apartment and never came back out. Didn’t even have a cat who’d eat my face when I died.”

“Shit.” But he said it sadly, in an understanding tone. “I know what you mean. And while I don’t like any of this—”

“I didn’t say I liked it—”

“I still know what you mean. I’ve not felt this… plugged in in years. Before I was… just fading. Killing time. Waiting for… I don’t know. To just disappear one day. Anybody who’d notice or care was buried long ago.” A knot formed in his throat, but he refused to let those memories surface. “But now? Shit.”

Serenity laughed brittlely. “I guess even nobodies like us get a second chance when the demon apocalypse hits.”

“Guess so.” He bounced the key one more time then closed his fist. “You be careful.”

“You should talk. And don’t hit level 8 or whatever without me.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

For a moment they just stood there, breath mingling in the frigid air, and then Serenity leaned in impulsively, hugged him tight, then walked quickly back into the warehouse.

James watched her go, conflicted, then shoved all his emotions aside, opened the truck door, and climbed in.

Time to go rustle up some gremlins.


Chapter 13:

Monitor

James tooled along the street, windows down, listening.

Nothing good came in with the night air.

The sounds were nightmarish, a tapestry that would have had him sweating bullets only three or four days ago.

Now, the blurred cacophony of screams, shouts, car horns, gunfire, and sirens was almost normal. But he could tell things were rising to a fever pitch.

The Third Wave was proving brutal.

There was a decent amount of traffic. Cars stuffed full of belongings, families gazing out the windows already looking lost, leaving town as quickly as they could.

“Where you going?” James wanted to ask them all. “Everywhere’s gone to shit. There are no good places left.”

Occasionally he swerved to try and run over a gremlin. They usually scampered away unharmed.

He got off the busy street and slowed to a crawl. An ambulance was parked outside a brownstone, lights flashing, paramedics dragging themselves up the stoop steps with a stretcher.

James felt a twinge of guilt.

He could be helping them. He had the knowledge, the skills.

But that wasn’t what he did anymore.

Wasn’t who he was.

He took a random left. Another residential street. Blocky four-story apartment buildings, ugly and probably built in the seventies, when offending sensibilities were a source of pride.

A handful of gremlins were cavorting around a fallen body that lay stretched out upon a merry-go-round in a pocket park, lit up by the streetlights.

James parked, got out, and watched. A bleak horror washed over him. Nobody was screaming, nobody was running away from the scene. Just another dead body. Who would collect it? Bury it? Morgues were overflowing. Would they start digging trenches like they did during the typhoid pandemic at the turn of the century? Dump corpses by the thousands into unmarked graves?

Would it get so bad they’d eventually just leave them to rot in their apartments and homes?

“It’s quite a sight, is it not? Watching children at play.”

James spun, looked around, then up at where a figure was slowly gliding down through the night air to join him on the street. Far above, one of the iron symbols spun, wreathed in purple flame.

It was a woman, slender, dressed improbably in an elegant business suit, her ash blonde hair fanning about her face, a tablet held in the crook of one arm, rimless glasses resting on the bridge of her nose.

“What the fuck?” whispered James.

It was Jessica Miles. A gray pencil skirt was wrapped tautly across her hips and thighs, while a button-up white shirt was open at the neck, showing a hint of her clavicles. Her heels tapped lightly on the asphalt as she landed, tilted her head to one side, and fixed him with the same piercing stare with which she’d first greeted him at the NYCEM headquarters.

“Good evening, James.”

“What… you’re… you’re working with them?”

“Hmm?” She looked down at herself, and James could tell she was feigning a moment’s confusion. “Oh—no. I plucked this image from your mind. It suited my purposes perfectly. Fascinating to ponder why. There were… other… forms I could have taken, but those would have rendered conversation… impossible.”

“You can read my mind?” James took a step back, then forced himself to stop. Whatever this thing was, it was willing to talk to him. As far as he knew, this was the first time anyone had interacted with something other than a Nemesis 1. He had to get intel. He had to learn something.

“Are you a Nemesis 2?”

Jessica laughed. “Nemesis 2? I’m as far from that as you are from cockroaches. No, farther. I am a Monitor, assigned to watch how the Winnowing progresses.”

“Why?” The question came from the depths of his soul, encompassing every tragedy he’d seen over the past two days. “Why are you doing this?”

“Speaking with you?” Her amusement was obvious, her misunderstanding purposeful.

“No. Attacking my species. Winnowing us.”

“Ah. It is necessary. Would you believe me if I said we had no choice in the matter? This has been your destiny since you were coaxed forth from the savanna and given the greatest gift. Your fate is ineluctable. It was written in your stars countless millennia ago.”

“By what? Who’s compelling you?”

“On that, we may not speak. But your time grows short. Be quick, James Kelly. My charitable instincts wane before my sadistic impulses.”

What was the most important thing he could ask? He felt overwhelmed by the responsibility, inadequate for the task.

“How many waves are there going to be? What—what are these pits that are going to open? How do we get Miracles and Benedictions? Who’s giving us these powers? What are Aeviternum Points?”

“There,” she said, her lips pulling into a pitying smile. “The babbled cry for comprehension. The Winnowing prepares your species for the opening of the Pits. Those who survive shall be tempered and prepared for the true war. The rest I will make clear to you if you lie with me.”

James grunted as if punched in the gut. Her words were like brands across his mind. Jessica watched with avid interest, then slid her hand between her legs. “I know you find this form arousing. Would you like to dominate me? Make me beg? We can fulfill your every fancy, James. Lie with me, use me, and I will tell you everything you wish to know.”

A blank and fierce rejection arose within him. It was due to the way the corner of her lips curled, her derisive amusement.

She had no interest in telling him everything.

She’d already delved into his mind. Knew his past. She was toying with him. Stress testing his weakest seams.

“No,” he rasped.

Jessica’s laugh was delighted and unsurprised. “No? Very well. Not so desperate yet. The day shall come when you eagerly betray yourself for any advantage.”

“But that day isn’t this one.” He had to seize the initiative, prevent her from leaving now that her game had failed. “Why’d you come down here to speak with me?”

She raised both hands, the tablet simply disappearing, and ran her fingers languorously through her long, smooth hair. “We Monitors can sense Nexii. Those in whom fortune and resolve are wed to optimal consequences. You are one such, James Kelly. There are…” She trailed off, looking out over the city. “Another seven hundred and forty-eight Nexii in this metropolis, but only six have advanced as far as yourself. Thus I was curious. I wished to gauge the caliber of your species’ best and refine my estimate as to how long you shall survive before the last of you falls in battle.”

“And?”

Jessica’s features were becoming more vulpine and predatory, as if whatever wore her face was starting to shine through. “Currently? Five months and six days, as your species reckons time.”

Three months till the pits opened. All of humanity would be extinct two months after that?

James tried to swallow but couldn’t.

“Please. To make a difference. What level do I need to be before the pits open?”

She arched a brow. “For you alone to make a difference? If the rest of humanity advances at their current rate, you would have to be at least Level 500 to give your kind another month.”

The words hit him like a blow. He took a reflexive step back. Level 500? In less than three months?

Impossible.

Wasn’t it?

“Your name.” She’d grown taller, more angular, and was half-turned back to her symbol. “Tell me your name.”

She considered him over her shoulder. “I thought you wouldn’t ask. You may not know my full name, for that would give you power over me, but may instead address me as Meladrix. Goodbye, James Kelly. I shall be watching.”

And she lifted into the air, to soar faster than he could track out of the streetlight and over the rooftops toward the burning symbol. Toward the end, she lost all resemblance to Jessica, and he thought he saw great wings, bat-like and leathery, but then she was gone.

James looked up at the burning symbol. Was that what they were? Places that housed Monitors?

He felt dizzy.

Could he trust her?

What if all she’d said had been little more than base fuckery?

But why come down to lie to him?

Her curiosity had felt genuine, but what did he know?

James curled his hands into fists. She’d left him with even more questions than before. What determined whether you were a Nexus? Why was her kind compelled to do this? Did she mean that it was their nature, or that another compelled them? Did she mean she alone was compelled, or all Monitors, or all of her kind, Nemeses and more? What would come out of the Pits? How could he reach Level 500 by the time they opened? Why was she interested in his progress? Or that of his species?

James clutched at his head and wished desperately for a whiskey.

But he had nothing.

Just his skillet and the gleaming army truck.

Taking a deep breath, he violently shoved his thoughts and fears aside and turned to face the playground again. The gremlins there—seven of them—had hidden at Meladrix’s approach, and only now were they emerging.

“You!” James’s voice shook. “Get over here.”

He stalked toward them.

They lowered their burning gazes from the sky, stared at him, then grinned.

As one they scampered forward and leaped.

All ashed as they fell upon him, the last screeching in horror as it windmilled its arms, trying to swerve aside.

Black grit blew past James.

Who turned back to the car.

He was some sixty blocks from the warehouse.

Musing, he bounced the keys in his palm again, then dropped them in his pocket.

Summoned the countdown timer.

49 Hours till Nemesis 2 Released

James went to the rear of the truck and opened the trunk. Lifted the flooring material and found the spare tire, and embedded in its center a tire iron.

This he took.

Then, with great deliberation, he closed the truck and started walking. And as he went, he struck his skillet with the tire iron, over and over, so that the clank resonated out over the block.

“Come and get me!” he shouted. “I’m right here!”

If he needed to reach Level 500, he’d better get started.

The clanging worked like a charm.

Or perhaps it was the scorn in his voice.

It felt like the Nemesis 1s didn’t like being called in like sheep to pasture.

They boiled out of the alleys and windows, came bounding over the rooftops, dropping with ease to then surge toward him.

Each and every one symbolized an innocent person’s death.

And each and every one ashed upon hitting his aura.

Three blocks down he was being trailed by a handful of chitterers, whose cries summoned reinforcements. James ceased beating his skillet and instead propped it over his shoulder. Kept walking, no longer bothering to try and track attacked Nemeses, just staring right ahead as his aura flared and flared until it became a constant.

Your rank is now Mendicant 4

You have 5 unspent points.

James walked a block as he considered his options.

He felt weary. Not a physical depletion, but rather an expenditure of the soul. It was a familiar feeling. One that had disappeared these past couple of days, but which the conversation with the Monitor had returned.

That sense of futility. Of being awake at six-thirty in the morning in a random parking lot outside a coffee shop, watching folks park their shining cars and get out for their lattes and cappuccinos, and knowing that he had nothing to look forward all day long, nothing but panhandling and staying out of trouble, of drifting across the city to the right soup kitchens and charity donation spots before finding another quiet corner to sleep in undisturbed.

It was a sensation that demanded he find something to drink. That could be momentarily beaten back between the third and sixth gulp of cheap whiskey, but it would spiral into mania and dark depression after that.

Almost he considered just marching into a liquor store, trailing his frenzying carpet of gremlins, and just grabbing one of those glittering bottles.

Who would stop him?

He thought of Jessica’s green-blue eyes glittering behind her rimless glasses. Felt revulsion and self-disgust rear within him. Her amusement had more than rankled because if she was amused, she wasn’t threatened, and if he was the premiere fucking Nexus in NYC then it meant things were likely fucked for the human race.

Maybe because their exemplar wanted nothing more than to chug a bottle of booze.

Gremlins hurled themselves at him, transformed into ash, over and over.

He marched on.

Opened his statistics sheet. Considered putting points into Stamina or Power. Something that might give him a kick, lift his spirits.

But in the end, with a feeling of resignation, he dumped them all into Arete again.

Aura: Lead

Aura Strength: 4

His aura expanded, pushing out another few feet so that he now walked within a bubble of gray, sere light that surrounded him at a distance of three feet.

The gremlins screeched their nihilistic hatred and continued to assault him, poofing into ash again and again.

He made it to the end of the next block when new words appeared.

Your rank is now Mendicant 5

You may select a Benediction:

Your choice of Benediction is your first step

in determining your class.

You may now purchase Aeviternum points.

You have 5 unspent points.


Chapter 14:

Power

James stopped walking.

The gremlins kept ashing upon him, the chitterers working themselves up into a frenzy, but he ignored them and focused on the words.

Your choice of Benediction is your first step

in determining your class.

James tried to slow his thoughts, to focus, to get a grip. The Monitor had sent him into some bad headspace, but he needed focus, clarity.

This felt… yeah.

Important.

Shield of Faith | Smite | Bless

So whichever he chose would be a step in determining his class?

Probably not like upper class, the 1%, that kind of economic shit, but rather… James tried to recall his high school gaming days. Fighter? Wizard? That kind of stuff?

Seven years on the streets hadn’t done his memory any favors.

Shield of Faith. Did it matter that he had little faith in anything but human stupidity and the impermanence of everything important? Still, that was a defensive power, right?

Smite. That sounded Old Testament. To lay the smack down. Aggression. An attacking power.

And then Bless. Like priests did? What would that look like? Empowering other people?

A defensive power, an aggressive power, and then a… what was the right word? Enhancing power?

Each of which would set him in a different direction, pointing him toward a different class.

First steps.

So thinking, he began walking again.

What did he want?

In the old days, the choice would have been easy. He’d cared about helping others. Still did, truth be told. He’d been surprised these past few days to find his old sense of civic duty had proven harder to kill than he’d thought. But did he want to go around blessing others?

The thought made James’s lip curl into a sneer. Who was he to bless anyone? That felt… ridiculous. He imagined that office in NYCEM full of captains and directors, tried to imagine their expressions if he’d offered to bless them.

Saw the CIA guy’s expression, so familiar, old as time, disgust hidden behind a veneer of false sincerity.

No. Blessing others was no longer his shtick.

Shield of Faith?

What if its strength was determined by one’s actual devoutness?

James stopped in his tracks. Is that what the Monitor had meant? That her kind was compelled by God?

That felt awful and right and yet… what kind of God would have set a countdown timer sixty thousand years ago? Would have unleashed Nemeses on the innocent?

Then again, He’d been pretty thorough with the Flood, hadn’t He? Maybe this was another attempt at sweeping the table clean.

No matter. His faith wasn’t up to snuff.

Which left the one that felt right.

Which felt good.

The very sound of it gave him a dark thrill.

Smite.

He was no longer a healer. A keeper of men. He was… what? A Nexus, apparently. But more than that.

He was broken.

What had happened to him seven years ago… that could never be undone.

It had filled him up with such a deep tank of fury and loathing that he’d never be anything but a broken soul.

Smiting though. Smiting lay right in line with his pain.

James inhaled deeply, focused on the option, and selected it.

The other two faded away, and knowledge filled his mind.

It was like an old memory resurfacing, information that he felt he’d always known, but only now recalled.

The power was simple. By activating the Benediction, he would enhance a weapon or his fists with divine might, whose strength was determined by his Power stat, and which was fueled by his Arete.

The higher his Power, the stronger the blow.

The higher his Arete, the more often he could use the Benediction.

James frowned, focused on the “divine might” part, and tried to tease out nuances. It didn’t feel overtly Catholic. No symbols or rituals came with it, no tenets and catechisms. It was more of a feeling.

A sense of strength, of purpose married with spiritual devotion and clarity. A calling, a yearning, a need for something more, something greater. A capacity for wonder, for love, for an altruistic purpose. A feeling of the sublime, how one was at once insignificant before the vast grandeur of space and creation, yet ennobled by that realization at the same time, made all the more special for being alive, improbable as that was.

James took a shuddering breath.

How the fuck did that apply to him? Maybe once he’d felt that kind of stuff, but now? It was all layered under years’ worth of scar tissue and calluses, numbed and deadened by booze and tragedy, heartache and loneliness.

James wrested his mind away from the memory and its implications. No matter. He’d use this “divine might” if he had to.

If it let him Smite.

Gremlins shrieked in rage and ashed upon his aura.

“Kelly, this is Mancini. Can you give a status update? Over.”

James lifted his radio. “Mancini, this is Kelly. Making my way to the kill zone on foot. All’s fine. Out.”

He clipped the radio back to his belt, expecting Mancini to radio back demanding an explanation, but the sergeant stayed quiet.

Allowing James to return to this next decision.

You may now purchase Aeviternum points.

What the fuck did those do? He already had one, for all the good it had done him. Would purchasing a second cause a new memory to resurface? They sounded important, but his aura clearly ran without it. Or did his aura run off his first point, and getting a second would double its power?

James walked another block, ruminating.

He could just dump the points into Arete and get a stronger aura, more juice for his Smite. Or into Power, so that his Smites would have some punch behind them.

But embracing the unknown had served him well thus far.

James walked on.

By focusing on the Aeviternum option, he learned that a single point would cost him all five unspent points.

Expensive.

Expensive meant valuable.

Fuck it.

James selected the Aeviternum option and purchased a point, raising his total to two.

A new memory emerged, flowering in his mind and filling him with the rudiments of knowledge.

If Arete represented his own inner grace, then Aeviternum was his connection to the divine, the world spirit, to the cosmic energy that flowed through all of creation. Each point was a minor miracle and could be spent to either empower a Benediction far beyond what it was normally capable of or heal himself completely.

James felt an aching awareness as to how there was much more to Aeviternum than he could currently understand, but that those deeper uses were contingent on future developments and powers.

Still. The immensity of Aeviternum’s power staggered him. He could heal himself twice back from the brink of death or could empower a Smite far beyond what his normal Power rating would allow.

But only twice per day. They would be restored to him every dawn.

James kicked a rock. What if he got on a plane and flew with the dawn around the globe? Would he get infinite Aeviternum regeneration?

He got the sense whatever being or system was delivering these powers wouldn’t be amused.

James lifted his gaze and stared back at the burning symbol that hung high in the sky. What would have happened if he tried to hit Meladrix with an Aeviternum-empowered Smite?

But he already knew. He was just Level 5.

He’d probably not even leave a mark.

He thought of Jessica’s face, her refined beauty, her cool, calculated expression. The sadism and amusement in her hazel eyes. He knew they’d meet again, and when they did, he’d do his level best to knock the Monitor on her ass.

Ten blocks later he hit Level 6.

Your rank is now Mendicant 6

You have 5 unspent points.

Nothing else.

James bit back his frustration. He’d hoped for a new Benediction, or perhaps a Class option, something.

Instead, it was back to his 5 unspent points.

Still, who knew going for an evening walk could be so damn rewarding?

Again, he puzzled over the choice. Power or Aeviternum?

His Power rating was 5. He knew from plenty of experience that his punches weren’t negligible, but he’d never knocked a guy out and rarely won fights against younger, more determined opponents.

But Power 10 could change that.

And what was the sense of raising Aeviternum if he couldn’t defend himself consistently and maximize the use of his Smite?

Power 10 it was.

James assigned the points, and immediately felt his body surge with energy and loosen up, a hot flood swelling his muscles.

But he didn’t grow stronger. Instead, he felt an enhanced ability to call on his strength suddenly. An explosive power.

Which made sense. Power was the ability to transform physical energy into force at a fast rate, with emphasis on the speed of the action. But the physical energy came from his strength, which was 6.

Which meant that he could now harness that 6 with explosive speed but was still hamstrung by its low value.

Connections between the stats started to suggest themselves. Strength by itself would allow the prodigious ability to shift weight and exert slow force, but would manifest in slow, clumsy swings. Married to high Power, it became more like a football player’s ability to launch themselves forward into a tackle, going from nothing to everything in the blink of an eye.

Speed? Connected to Power, but probably simply the ability to move fast, divorced of Strength. Which in turn informed Agility, the ability to coordinate hand-to-eye and navigate the environment adroitly.

The only one that was isolated was Stamina.

Did that mean that Strength and Speed had knock-on effects on Agility and Power? Should he have instead raised Strength for the influence it would have had on Power? James grimaced. He’d not bothered asking anybody about how their stat increases had affected them or interacted with each other.

Too late now.

James took his skillet in both hands, lifted it like a baseball bat over one shoulder, and stepped into a swing.

The skillet whooshed around far quicker than it ever had, a burst of energy powering it through the air. But yeah, there wasn’t more strength behind the swing; he’d simply enhanced his ability to bring it to bear.

Guess he needed some Strength.

No wonder few folks had dumped points into Arete. If you got started on boosting your physical stats, the interconnected need to raise them all across the board would become too tempting.

James walked on. The gremlins were inexhaustible, but now more and more of them were hanging back, watching, calculating, following. Looking back, he saw a crowd scrambling after him, their eyes forming a creepy cloud of crimson fireflies in the gloom, their scaly bodies gleaming in the streetlights.

“That’s right,” he whispered. “I’m the Pied Piper of Queens. Come on, rats.”

Not all of them followed him, however; plenty still came bounding out of hidden corners to fling themselves at him in their bloodlust, ashing instantly.

But it took another twenty blocks before he leveled again. Hundreds upon hundreds killed themselves upon his aura, many more than it had taken to reach Level 6. James had started to think he’d not hit the next level till at last, after a particularly savage surge, the welcome letters lit up his vision:

Your rank is now Mendicant 7

You have 5 unspent points.

Strength? His Arete was strong at 28, and Aeviternum was tempting as always, but his expenditure on Power would be crippled if he didn’t have the Strength to back it up.

Sure then. Strength.

He assigned the points.

The effect was immediate. If Power had loosened him up, eased kinks and old aches, Strength caused his frame to feel at once more compact and larger. His muscles got that pumped feeling that he remembered from his old days at the gym, and he felt his posture straighten slightly, his shoulders square from their more customary slouch.

A new posture, improving the one he’d allowed himself to fall into over the years. He felt rejuvenated, heavier, more dangerous. He raised his hand and clenched it, felt his bicep swell, his knuckles pop.

Hot damn.

He took hold of the skillet and swung it. It had halved in weight, feeling now like it did when he was under the influence of way too much adrenaline.

James let out a shaky laugh. The Strength fueled the Power. The synergy was beautiful. Now he could swing the skillet with both explosive speed and wicked might. Almost he thought of dropping his aura or trying to find a way to do so in order to try out his Smite.

But he wasn’t a kid any longer. Wisdom accrued over the years urged him to hoard his good luck.

He’d save his Smite for Nemesis 2.

Breathing deeply, exhilarated, he studied his entire sheet:

Name: James Kelly

Class: None

Rank: Mendicant 7

Title: Vanguard

Virtues: None

Benedictions: Smite

First Miracle: None

Second Miracle: None

Third Miracle: None

Aura: Lead

Aura Strength: 4

Aeviternum Points: 2

Strength: 11

Stamina: 5

Speed: 6

Agility: 4

Power: 10

Arete: 28

Despite himself, despite everything, he felt a thrill at seeing the increased stats. He could heal back twice now from mortal wounds, could imbue his skillet with cosmic power, and was now as strong and explosive as a college athlete.

That last one was more of an educated guess.

But for the first time, James felt a tweak of hope.

The Nemeses might have caught humanity by surprise, kept his species on the ropes for the first forty-eight hours.

But he knew, deep down, that a comeback was in the making.


Chapter 15:

Don’t You Go Dying On Me

Serenity bit her lower lip and forced herself not to glance at the fireteam again. Three hours they’d been waiting, and her new Sig Sauers were as perfect as they were going to get. She missed her Glocks, but knew the longing was bullshit; the Sig Sauers were almost the exact same size, and maybe just a little heavier in her hand. She wished she’d had time to fire some practice rounds, just to get a sense of the guns, feel the recoil, make them hers.

But something told her Mancini wouldn’t take kindly to her shooting up cans in the back lot.

He was cute, though. But super serious. The kind of guy who had to be ordered by his superiors to chill the fuck out and have a beer, and then he’d probably do it professionally. Singh was the same. Not that she was complaining. The situation called for serious dudes.

Still, she wished there was someone here for her to shoot the shit with. Huffman, the army chick, was practically vibrating, so intent on proving herself a hard ass that she wouldn't know female solidarity if it bit her in the ass. Delvecchio? The machine gunner had promise. Big hands, broad shoulders, deceptively smart. She’d tried to get him to joke around, but he’d been shut down by Mancini, fast.

Serenity sighed. No, she just missed having James around. His solid presence, those watchful eyes, that subtle humor. He could sling back as good as he got, and—well.

They were a team. Bonnie and Clyde, right? He’d just stumbled into her life, disarmingly clueless yet as solid as an oak. Those blue eyes of his. She loved when they got that faraway look in them, and then she’d say something, a joke, some random shit, and he’d blink and smile and really see her.

Serenity sighed again. Frustration warred with fear. She’d caught him checking out her ass. Not that she blamed him. A couple of points of Strength had brought her old tight curves back like she’d not spent half a decade drinking and scoring drugs. He was interested. She was sure. Then why wasn’t he interested in hooking up?

It would be so right. So easy. Would confirm their connection. Make them a thing. Lock them together. Prevent life from tearing them apart so easily.

Serenity frowned. She’d never met a dude who wasn’t down for some freaky fun, no strings attached. It vexed her, made her even more interested.

Would he be good in bed? Probably pretty boring, truth be told. He looked real vanilla. No need for the advanced techniques. And judging from how gun-shy he was, he’d probably not hooked up with anybody in years. Since this supposed family tragedy the CIA guy had mentioned.

But seven years was a hell of a long time to go monastic.

Serenity straightened one of the ten loaded mags she’d lined up before her station so that they were perfectly in formation. They’d spent the first thirty minutes hauling pallets into place and making a waist-high barrier that stretched in a curve around them. Delvecchio had the center, his “SAW,” as they called his machine gun, propped on a bipod. Singh was ten feet to his left, and Mancini was the same distance to Delvecchio’s right, and then was her spot. Huffman was watching the back door.

Mancini had told her to conserve her ammo, to wait for the Nemeses to get close enough for easy shots. As if he’d forgotten how she’d aced over a hundred of them last night and with her heightened Agility was probably the best shot here.

Whatever.

Arguing with dudes about guns was as fruitful as trying to convince herself that drinking wasn’t the best way to handle problems.

Serenity sighed loudly and looked at Mancini. It had been twenty minutes since they’d heard from James, who, with predictable stubbornness, had refused to go back for the truck and insisted on crossing Queens on foot.

Mancini’s jaw tightened, but he was clearly impatient as well. This shit was supposed to have gone down an hour and a half ago, and his bosses were constantly checking in for updates.

He lifted his radio thingy. “Kelly, this is Mancini. Can you give a status update? Over.”

Immediately the radio emitted shrieks, a wall of brutal sound that sounded just shy of static. James shouted something through it, but all Serenity could make out was: “…coming in hot—”

The radio went silent.

“About time,” said Huffman from the back. She’d been tasked with watching the rear exit, and even now she didn’t take her gaze off the doorway.

“Look sharp.” Mancini’s voice was stern, calm.

The sound of chittering came from the distance, emerging from the night sounds, that high-pitched cry that the demons used to call each other. Serenity stiffened, reflexive fear filling her stomach with battery acid. She wanted to make a joke, but everyone was staring fixedly at the front doors a hundred and fifty yards away.

What she wouldn’t do for a line.

The sounds got louder, demon chittering and screams, slowly, agonizingly slowly, drawing ever closer.

The fireteam all shifted about as if they’d waited for the last second to truly get in position. Serenity raised both Sig Sauers, feeling like a badass. She’d never tried to fire both guns like this before. It was the kind of stupid stunt kids used to look cool even as they missed every shot.

But with Agility 16? She felt like she could actually pull it off.

The sounds echoed down the length of the cavernous warehouse, louder, louder, and then James appeared in the doorway and strode in.

Serenity’s mouth went dry.

White fire wreathed his frame. He walked like a preacher entering a church full of irredeemable sinners. Chin lowered, broad-shouldered, a total badass.

The living aura didn’t hurt, either. It had grown. He must have leveled up. It hadn’t been like this the night before. It was constant, as if he’d doused himself with oil and dropped a match at his feet. It had to extend some three or four feet in every direction, making him look like some kind of superhero.

He strode to the right as agreed, and the demons flowed in after him.

Hundreds. They leaped and clawed at each other, pushed and surged, eager to get at James, their mouths wide, their fangs bared, their crimson eyes glowing.

Check that.

Thousands.

They ashed continuously upon him, dying by the dozens every second, and James just kept on keeping on, head bowed, skillet over his shoulder.

There were too many.

Serenity knew that with sudden and absolute certainty.

Far too many.

And that’s when Delvecchio opened fire.

His machine gun was shockingly loud. He didn’t just let it rip but kept firing stuttering three-round bursts, again and again, placing his shots with care. Demons fell, but more were flowing in, hundreds more, spreading out as they tracked James, and then, slowly, noticed the humans at the far end of the warehouse.

The front line screeched, turned, and began bounding forward.

Delvecchio went to full auto and the other two soldiers began shooting.

“Level!” shouted the machine gunner.

It was amazing. It was awesome. Their muzzles flared gold and white, and bullets hailed down upon the demons, tearing them apart, rank after rank.

But more kept flowing into the warehouse.

Serenity waited. She had a thousand rounds, but that would go fast, and she didn’t want to run out of the warehouse without ammo.

James kept walking.

More and more of the demons ignored him now to just charge at them, leaping and springing forward like an avalanche of horrific fleas.

“Level!” shouted Mancini.

Huffman was still at the rear door, keeping vigil, but her expression was so pained at missing out you’d think she was watching her CO bang her boyfriend.

“Fuck,” whispered Serenity as the enormity of what was taking place started to make itself obvious. The gremlins were pouring into the warehouse like that scene in The Shining where the elevator doors opened up and blood came flooding out. Fucking metaphors. But this was crazy. The fireteam was just letting it rip now, filling the air with lead, shouting “level” every few seconds, but for every hundred they killed, another five hundred leaped over the corpses to keep coming.

The demons were already halfway toward them.

“Huffman!” Mancini’s summons was barely audible over the rifle clatter and roar.

“Halle-fucking-lujah!” Huffman darted to the pallets and opened fire.

Serenity shook herself awake. She blinked, raised her Sig Sauers, and joined in the fun.

It was like throwing pebbles into an oncoming wave. She didn’t even need to aim. She unloaded both mags, ejected them, slipped in replacements, and emptied those.

James kept coming, a lambent figure, steady and implacable, his aura raging, a haze of black ash in his wake.

Third set of mags.

The fireteam was doing the same now.

There was a dull tokk sound and then an explosion rocked the center of the warehouse as Singh’s grenade detonated, shredding the gremlins in a ten-yard radius and knocking hundreds to their knees.

Another grenade.

Another.

Delvecchio was shouting now, a wordless cry of exultation and fury, turning his machine gun slowly from side to side, just mowing down the demons. Mancini was a steady presence, targeting the nemeses on the flank opposite James, ensuring they didn’t sweep down unstopped, and Serenity took his cue and focused her fire on them.

And still more demons entered the warehouse.

James was halfway toward them now; the flood of demons having washed right past him.

Thousands more were coming, a writhing, screeching, grasping flood of demons, undeterred by certain death, filling the warehouse from wall to wall, desperate to reach them.

And for all that they were inflicting countless deaths upon the Nemeses, they were still drawing closer, ever closer, like a tidal wave of death was poised to break and wash them away.

James saw their predicament and broke into a run. Straight down the length of the building, ashing everything he came close to.

Mancini put up his gun. “Huffman, Serenity, Singh, fall back to the Humvee! Delvecchio, ten seconds and draw back! Go!”

The fireteam didn’t argue, which surprised the fuck out of Serenity. From the way Huffman’s face had lit up you’d think she’d mainlined a pound of coke.

But no, Singh and Huffman ran to the back door, then Singh crossed over, looking outside, followed immediately by Huffman stepping outside. Serenity grabbed her case of mags, tucked it under her arm, but she didn’t want to leave without James.

Who finally joined them.

“I’ll hold the door!” he shouted.

Serenity drank in the sight of him. He was unhurt. No inch of him was damaged. No blood. A weight slipped off her chest, and when he looked her way, she flashed him a grin as if she’d never doubted. He smiled back and her heart leaped.

Mancini ran out the door, Delvecchio right after him, lugging his SAW, and then James was there, the gremlins a screeching wall behind him, closing in on all sides.

“Time to go,” he said, voice calm, certain.

She nodded and exited.

James stepped into the doorway, extended his arms slightly, and filled it completely with white light.

The fireteam was still shooting. They’d taken positions around the Humvee and were picking demons off the warehouse roof, the street, and atop the other cars.

Nothing compared to the flood that had filled the warehouse, but their volume was growing.

Serenity felt her gut clench. Had they made a mistake? She ran up to the hummer and threw her case inside, turned, and began picking off demons.

Text appeared before her:

Your rank is now Mendicant 4

You have 5 unspent points.

“Fucking finally!” she shouted, went to dump the points in Agility, then grimaced and put them into Arete instead.

“James!” Mancini’s bark carried over the firefight. “We’re pulling out!”

“Go ahead!” James’s shout was deeper, rougher, but carried just as well. “I can’t leave this door till you’re gone.”

Mancini cursed, looked around the parking lot then nodded. “Singh, take the wheel. Evac, now!”

Both of Serenity’s Sig Sauers ran out of bullets. So fast? Next time she needed to ask for one of those rifles. Fuck that, she wanted a SAW. With grenades. 17-round mags were clearly not up to the task.

She jumped into the back of the hummer as it rumbled to life. Delvecchio was in next, diving next to her, then Huffman, with Mancini getting into the passenger seat last, twisting about like some kind of mechanical toy right up to the last second as he loosed off three-round bursts up and down the street.

Then he was in and Singh slammed on the gas and the hummer burst forward.

No time to angle for the gate. Singh took the chain link fence full on, and as it rattled over the hummer it scraped a good number of demons right off.

Serenity’s heart was hammering, she didn’t know if she wanted to laugh or scream or cry but looked out the rear over the tailgate, where a burning flame stood still in the warehouse’s back door, stationary and swamped on all sides by demons.

Her throat tightened. It felt wrong to leave him behind. She wanted to be right there by his side, guns firing, back to back.

“Don’t you go dying on me, James Kelly,” she whispered.


Chapter 16:

A Lot of Important People

The wave of gremlins finally began to die down. Perhaps he’d pulled in all of them within the chitterers’ radius, and there just weren’t enough left right now to respond to the summons. How far did the chitter cry reach? Five blocks? Ten?

Regardless, the last of the gremlins had given up on assaulting him. They hung back, sulking, slinking off into the shadows in search of easier prey.

They were suicidally stupid, but eventually, a base cunning had taught them to avoid his aura.

James hadn’t been touched once, but he felt exhausted. Mancini had radioed in shortly after his departure that they’d circle and wait for his go-ahead to return and collect him, and as James walked across the parking lot he thumbed on the radio.

“Mancini, this is Kelly. Cleared for pick up, over.”

“Kelly, this is Mancini. Location? Over.”

“Same spot. Parking lot in the back of the warehouse. I’m moving onto the street to make it easier.”

“Kelly, this is Mancini, we’ll be there in a minute, out.”

James sat on the curb and lay his skillet beside him. Other than as a source of noise to draw the gremlins out, he’d not used it once. Having a wicked aura did that for you, he supposed.

He’d leveled again at the very last. He must have killed—or destroyed, at any rate—several thousand gremlins in the last hour alone. Enough to reach Level 8. With his aura on point and his Strength and Power up to about the same level, he’d opted for another Aeviternum Point.

No harm in being able to revive himself three times in a row.

After all, there were no guarantees that the Nemesis 2s were going to be pushovers.

The hummer came around the corner, Mancini leaning out the window with his rifle at the ready, but the sergeant relaxed at the sight of James alone on the curb. The car pulled up before him and Serenity jumped out the back, both pistols at the ready.

“You look beat,” she said. “Tired already?”

James levered himself upright. “A whiskey’ll keep me going. Throat’s dry is all.”

Mancini was on high alert. “Let’s get moving, people.”

They scrambled into the back of the Humvee. Only two people fit up front, with the rest having to sit facing each other in the extended cargo bed. A thick awning was wrapped over the top, but James doubted it’d do much to keep gremlins out.

Everybody stared at him expectantly.

“So?” Huffman leaned forward, practically glaring. “You walked the whole way here. How many did you torch? What level you at?”

“Eight,” he said. “But that ain’t all of it. I had a chat with one of their higher-ups.”

“You what now?” Huffman sat up stiffly. “You talked to one?”

“Long story. But we—”

“Hey, Mancini!” Huffman scooted up to the window in the back of the cab. “Kelly spoke with the enemy!”

“Great,” muttered James. Serenity was staring at him questioningly, obviously wanting to interrogate him alone.

The Humvee stopped and Mancini’s face appeared in the window. “Kelly, you spoke to a Nemesis?”

“No. One of their bosses. A Monitor.”

“You got intel?”

James considered, then nodded reluctantly. He could tell where this was going, and he felt worn out. “Yeah. I got intel.”

Mancini leaned out of view, and James heard him call someone via the radio. Singh started driving again. Nobody spoke as they all tried to listen in, and then Mancini confirmed something and leaned back into view.

“Major Hackworth wants to talk to you now. We’re heading to the Emergency Management building.”

“What?” Huffman stared at Mancini. “Why? This is army intel, we should debrief him first, then everyone else.”

“Not our ballgame,” said Mancini simply. “We’re not operating on foreign turf. While in the city, we have to play ball, and that means sharing intel with other agencies in real time.”

“Great,” said Serenity, slouching down. “What are the odds they’ll have good whiskey?”

“Or even shitty whiskey,” said James with a wry smile.

Delvecchio gave him an up-nod. “What’d you get? With all your new points? You just keep doubling down on Arete?”

“No,” said James cautiously. “Things got interesting at Level 5.” And he told them about the Benediction, the three choices, the Aeviternum Points, and everything he’d remembered thereafter.

“Hell yeah, you went Smite,” said Huffman, giving him an approving nod. “The best defense is an offense, and we’re not going to win this war without wrecking some Nemesis shit.”

“Eloquent,” said Delvecchio with a grin, then pretended to flinch back when Huffman raised a fist as if about to clobber his shoulder. “Mercy! Don’t ruin my good arm, Huff, or I’ll be unable to wipe properly later tonight.”

“Moron.”

Serenity leaned in closer. “For real, you’re Level 8?”

Her voice was quiet, strangely tentative.

“Yeah. Several thousand gremlins must have thrown themselves at me.”

“Wow.” But she didn’t sound happy.

“What’s up?”

“Nothing.” She looked out the back, over the tailgate, at Queens slowly transforming into Brooklyn.

“Come on now.” He nudged her with his elbow. “We ain’t going to start keeping secrets, are we?”

She glared at him. “You’re one to talk.”

James paused, processing the sudden venom in her voice, and then she pressed the base of her palm against her brow and winced. “Sorry. Sorry. Ignore that. I’m just…” She lowered her voice even further. “We’ve had this good thing going, you know? Bonne and Clyde, it’s how I’ve been thinking of us. But shit went down so fast back there that I only got a hundred or so shots off, just enough to his Level 4. Which I dumped into Arete, you’ll be proud to know.”

“Smart move.”

“Yeah, well. Level 4 is nothing compared to 8.” Again she looked away, and this time she hunched her shoulders. “I’m just… fuck. I hate talking about my feelings. Makes me feel like such a little bitch.”

“Hey.” He bumped his shoulder against hers. “Bonnie and Clyde sounds good to me. You’ll catch up real soon.”

“Yeah.” She sighed, deflated, and looked down at her guns. “But Sig Sauers have got nothing on your aura. I’m going to have to go do some extracurricular demon hunting if I’m to keep up.”

And her eyes shone glassily as she teared up.

James studied her profile for a moment, unsure of himself, then decided to just give her space to process her shit. On the streets, you learned to do that fast. The world was tough. It didn’t do people any favors to try and insulate them from their pain or grief.

Hell, nobody had done that for him, and if they’d offered, he’d have laughed in their face.

So he just sat next to her and hoped she took comfort from his presence.

“Level 6?” Huffman was incredulous. “How many unspent points you sitting on, you jackass?”

“Shit, let me count,” said Delvecchio, screwing up his brow in serious thought. “One, two, three, four… fuck, I’m all out of fingers.”

“This ain’t fucking fair.” Huffman slumped back against the siding. “Why the hell did I pull rearguard duty while you got to go to town with a SAW?”

“I mean, I am the best looking—” Delvecchio flinched away again with a laugh as Huffman glared at him. “What? You want to carry around my gun all day?”

“You know I could.”

“I know. But shit, that’s the way it went down. What level did you get to?”

“Four.”

“That’s awesome. What you complaining about?”

The fireteam had agreed before as part of the plan to not spend their points unless their lives depended on it. The military brass wanted to game out their advancement as optimally as possible, and to test out theories on them.

They subsided into silence, and ten minutes later arrived at the NYCEM building in downtown Brooklyn. The place was lit up by mobile light towers, and the level of activity had only increased since they’d been there last. The media was still around with their vans at the outskirts, but security was everywhere, and they couldn’t even get into the parking lot.

Mancini was waved through, and they parked the Humvee over two normal parking spots at the rear of the lot and then trooped back together, guns in their combat carry positions. Serenity had hesitated over her Sigs, then simply decided to carry one in each hand with two extra mags tucked into her belt.

James brought his skillet.

It was starting to feel like a good-luck totem.

They entered the lobby, were processed through security, and after giving up their weapons were met by an exhausted-looking assistant and escorted to the fourth floor to a large meeting room, outside of which a gaggle of more exhausted assistants was talking on phones or tapping on tablets.

Everybody stepped aside for their party, and eyes went wide as they seemed to recognize James.

“Fucking celebrity sell-out,” said Serenity with some of her old humor.

James just shook his head.

Their escort opened the double doors to reveal the biggest room they’d yet seen. The central table ran down its length, an oval large enough to accommodate forty people, every chair taken, and a wall of monitors along one side alive with faces as just as many watched the proceedings virtually from who the fuck knew where.

James made out some familiar faces.

The mayor of NYC, for one, seated at the head of the table with two laptops open before him and three assistants hovering right behind, clearly multitasking even now. A few seats down was Deputy Commissioner Mack, and on the other side was the CIA guy, Iverness. He saw the FEMA lady, whatever her name had been, the NYPD captain—Vischenka? And Major Hackworth, close to the foot of the table.

But there were so many more people, most of them in impressive military uniforms or giving off that air of self-importance and gravitas that came with having so much power and respect given to you on a daily basis.

James tried to swallow as every eye turned to fix him where he stood and felt like a butterfly being pinned to a display case.

Didn’t help when he caught sight of Jessica Miles standing against the wall, hair slightly mussed, pencil between her teeth, sending a message on her phone.

The babble of voices stilled, people put away phones, lay down tablets, and the people on the wall monitors turned to focus on the meeting.

Shit.

“Mr. Kelly.” Mayor Liu stood and gestured at one of the few empty chairs at the end of the table. “I wish we could have met earlier. I’m Mayor Liu. In this room are some of the most crucial players in our disaster response team. Introducing them all would take too much time, so let me just say that we have…” And he turned to the monitors as a gray-haired man with stern features sat down at a table, coming into view. “The honor of having the US Secretary of Defense taking part. Good evening, sir.”

The Secretary of Defense merely gestured, too weary and reluctant to make a speech.

“Also in attendance is Mr. Patel, the Deputy National Security Advisor, and General Ruiz from the Joint Chiefs of Staff.”

Polite nods were exchanged.

“But I think we’re all done with formalities and protocol at this point. Major Hackworth has reported that you made contact and spoke with one of the enemy. Is that correct?”

One of the assistants stepped forward to pull out a chair for James. Throat clamped shut, he sat and then slowly placed his hands on the table. Big mistake. His hands reflected the life he’d lived these past seven years. They were large and calloused, the nails rough, the seams of his knuckles ingrained with dirt that even a couple of showers had done nothing to remove.

He quickly put them back on his lap.

Everyone was staring at him. Forty sets of eyes, most skeptical, many curious, others disdainful.

James found Hackworth, who gave him an encouraging nod.

“I did, sir,” whispered James.

“I’m sorry, it’s a big room,” said Iverness, the CIA guy. “Could I ask you to speak up, Mr. Kelly?”

James pitched his voice. “I did.”

There was a stir as if people had half expected him to deny this fact.

“Excellent,” said Mayor Liu. “Please. In your own words. Describe this encounter. Leave absolutely nothing out.”

James made the mistake of looking around again. Grave men and women stared at him from the monitors, most of them backed by official seals from their departments. The rest of the walls were lined with young people, all of them having momentarily ceased their busy activity and messaging to listen.

“You tell ’em,” said Serenity suddenly into the silence, her voice brazen and tight with nerves. “You got this, James.”

A whole bunch of people looked past him at where Serenity stood by the doors.

“What?” Her voice was defiant, almost shrill. “I gotta ask for permission to speak?”

Several people went to respond, but James turned, met Serenity’s eyes, and when she gave him a wink he felt a measure of confidence return.

He looked back at the mayor.

“All right. From the beginning. I’ll tell you this upfront, though. I didn’t get any good news.”


Chapter 17:

The Keys to FAO Schwartz

James told them everything. Never had he had an audience so breathlessly rapt. He’d had his moments over the past few years when he’d gotten into the flow of telling a good story, though those had usually involved a bellyful of wine and a handful of fellow street warriors around a fire.

This, on the other hand, felt as comfortable as sitting in one of the legendary tramp chairs that old-time towns had used to humiliate vagrants.

Didn’t help that every few words he was interrupted by a barrage of questions. Still, he did his level best until he reached the Monitor’s actual appearance.

“…descended to the street. I, ah.” James felt his cheeks flush and found that he simply couldn’t continue with the next part.

The mayor leaned forward. “She? The Nemesis 1s are distinctly asexual. This being had a sex?”

“She did.” James forced the knot down. “She appeared in the guise of Jessica Miles, Deputy Commissioner Mack’s assistant.”

Nobody reacted at first except for Jessica, whom James saw just freeze in place, eyes wide.

“She appeared in the form of Jessica Miles,” said the mayor slowly, as if testing each word.

“Yes sir.” James fought the urge to squirm. “I was confused, thought Jessica—Ms. Miles—was a plant, or a traitor, but when I asked, the Monitor—that’s what she, or it, called itself—laughed at me and said it had pulled the image of Jessica from my mind.”

Again there was a long pause.

Mr. Patel, the Deputy National Security Advisor, was the first to speak from his monitor. “Mr. Kelly, can you speculate as to why this Monitor chose the form of Ms. Miles?”

James grimaced. “She said she could have picked other forms to appear to me in, but that they’d have made the conversation impossible. I believe she was referring to the appearance of my dead family members.” James felt a fist of cold, greasy rock appear in his chest, bruising and rough. How he fucking loathed this. “So as to be able to have the conversation, she chose Ms. Miles instead.”

“Right,” said Mr. Patel slowly. “But that doesn’t directly answer my question.”

James exhaled, studying the table’s surface before him. Fucking great. “I’ve been homeless going on seven years. That changes a man’s outlook on life, society, how shit—how stuff works. Ms. Miles… I don’t know.” He looked sidelong at her. She was very, very pale. “Apologies, by the way. None of this was my intention.”

She gave a very small and rigid nod.

“Anyways, Ms. Miles… I guess the Monitor sensed how she was representative of a world I was no longer part of. Professional, busy, I don’t know.”

“And surely it’s a coincidence that Ms. Miles is a young and strikingly attractive lady,” drawled Mr. Iverness. He then looked around the table and smiled conspiratorially. “No offense to the HR folks.”

“Right,” whispered James as half the men chuckled. “Yeah, well.” His anger blossomed. “She was clearly fucking with me, but that doesn’t matter, because she said her role was to watch our species’ progress and gauge how long we’d survive. On our current trajectory, she gave us a little over five months before our species was extinct.”

That got their fucking attention.

“What metrics was she using—”

“Did she give a sense of variables—”

“Why did she reveal this to you—”

“Gentlemen.” Mayor Liu raised his voice ever so slightly. “Let’s get our intel first, and then ask questions. Mr. Kelly, proceed.”

He did so. Recounted the conversation as best he could, and then answered every question that was put to him. It took over two hours, and he quickly got the sense that most of the folks present thought they could trick him into revealing more if they just slightly changed the wording of key questions, or simply wanted everyone else to notice they, too, had questions to ask.

He chose to omit the part where the Monitor had offered to answer all his questions in exchange for sex. No way in hell was he going to subjugate Ms. Miles to hearing that, and he was certain the Monitor had been purposefully making an offer she’d known he’d refuse.

Finally the last of the questions dried up.

Sergeant Mancini was called forward to corroborate and recount his own experiences that night, which he did while staring straight ahead in an exceedingly efficient manner.

At last, the mayor sat back and checked his watch.

“We’re forty-five hours from the First Wave’s release of Nemesis 2. We’ll be potentially facing a larger Fourth Wave tomorrow, and everybody here’s aware of the logistical and political challenges facing both this city and our nation. I want to thank everybody for their work, and most especially Mr. Kelly for his instrumental role in collecting crucial information. Mr. Kelly, please know that you have my personal gratitude, and your service to our country does you immense credit. Minutes will be sent out shortly, and I imagine there’ll be several breakout sessions to discuss elements of what was revealed here today. Thank you, all.”

James felt utterly spent. Never did he regret not putting points into Stamina as much as now. He rose, but immediately a young man stepped up in an aggressively fashionable blue suit, his tie metallic yellow, an earpiece and tablet marking him as one of the scores of assistants present.

“Mr. Kelly, the Department of Homeland Security would appreciate your joining us for a quick meeting so that you can review your discoveries with key personnel. We’ve many follow-up questions for you.”

“Sorry, Bobby,” said a slightly older assistant as he stepped up and put his hand on Bobby’s shoulder. “DoD gets first dibs. You know how it works. Don’t cry.”

“Actually,” said a young woman in magnificently thick glasses which caused her eyes to swim deep in her head, “I believe Mr. Kelly needs to meet with the new Personal Statistics Analysis Committee that the President’s Science Advisor has put together. They’re already gathered and waiting to discuss Mr. Kelly’s insights.”

James wanted the floor to split open and swallow him whole.

“Sorry, folks.” Serenity slid into the huddle as other assistants pressed forward and slipped her arm through his. “What Mr. Kelly’s gonna be doing is joining me for a drink at Herman’s bar. You want to talk to him, you come buy us a round.”

“In a moment,” said Major Hackworth. His voice put an end to the claims, the assistants giving way like hyenas before a lion. “Mr. Kelly’s earned his rest a thousand times over. But the mayor and I would like a quick word about tomorrow before we release him from duty. James?”

Hackworth he could tolerate, so he nodded and they followed the major as he led the way through the throng and out of the huge meeting room. People were grabbing coffees, buzzing with conversation, heading off in groups.

Looked like nobody was planning to get any shut-eye.

Ten minutes later the mayor closed the door behind him as he entered the smaller chamber. A dozen people were present, from Mancini and Serenity to the NYC Emergency Management Commissioner and NYPD Chief of Counterterrorism to Deputy Commissioner Mack and Jessica Miles.

A small, intimate group, obviously.

James did his level best to look everywhere but at Jessica, who was fixedly studying her tablet.

Great.

The mayor’s presence filled the room as he loosened his tie and rounded the table to grab a chair and collapse into it with an audible sigh. “I’ll try to make this quick. I’ve still got four meetings lined up before I get to take a nap, and I know you’re all just as busy. Major Hackworth, thoughts?”

“I want to keep my fireteam with James, sir.” Of all of them, Hackworth was the only one who still looked fresh, his hair neatly combed, his uniform crisp. “They’ve already benefited tremendously, and I believe it’s in everybody’s interests to keep Kelly alive and safe. Though that being said, he clearly needs very little help in that department.”

James managed a tight smile of appreciation. At least Hackworth was trying to be generous.

“Great. I was going to suggest a police detachment if you’d changed your mind, but let’s keep things simple. Sergeant, your men spend their points already?”

“Not yet, sir,” said Mancini stiffly. “We’re awaiting orders on how best to deploy them.”

“We’ve got some of our best strategists working on optimized approaches to the statistics,” said Mancini. “Though the simplicity of the system and huge unknowns is driving them into a frenzy.”

“The known unknowns and unknown unknowns, as Rumsfeld once said,” agreed the mayor. “Please keep me in the loop. Mr. Kelly, you’re homeless and broke.”

“That’s right.”

“But you’re doing the city, the country, hell, the world a huge favor here. You deserve better. You always did, but now we can step in. I’m going to put you on the city’s payroll. No obligations, just keep us informed. I’ve requisitioned a budget and created an entire department for folks like yourself. Dental, 401k, the works.” The mayor smiled at his own joke. “We’ve no department head yet, but it’s coming together.”

“There are other people like me?”

“There are. Things are changing so fast I can’t keep track, but we’ve created a database to track our highest-level citizens. You said the Monitor claimed there were seven hundred and forty-eight Nexuses in the city?”

James nodded.

“Well, we’ve already got several hundred names registered as having reached Level 6, with another fifty or so at Level 7. Who knows how many of them have leveled up since then. Fuck, this reminds me of my World of Warcraft days. You ever play, Mr. Kelly?”

“No.”

“I got a Holy Paladin up to 50 back in the day. Awesome DPS. But anyways.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “God, I’m tired. So. I was saying. The Department of Ranking Citizens as we’re calling it is growing exponentially, though New York City’s actually behind. We’ve less than a 20% rate of gun ownership. Atlanta is a war zone, and Huntsville in Alabama is making waves with their Liberty League. The whole South seems to have been waiting for this. You heard of the self-styled Demon Killer in Houston?”

“No.”

“He’s put together a YouTube channel teaching folk how to run trawling convoys like your own but on a bigger scale. Four trucks, men kneeling on the flatbeds, each covering a cardinal direction, driving at what he claims is the optimal speed of… was it fifteen miles per hour? Anyways. As a city we’re behind, but I believe you’re the only Level 8 I’ve heard of in the US.”

The Counterterrorism Chief spoke up. “China is supposed to have a Level 15. They’re claiming he’s a Shaolin Monk. Who knows.”

The Emergency Management Commissioner nodded. “It took everyone around two days to realize and adapt. Now humanity’s retaking the initiative. The US has optimal positioning, however. We’ve the largest military and the highest rate of gun ownership. Places like Taiwan, Indonesia, Japan, Poland, hell, most of Africa, are, to put it crudely, fucked. Their no guns policy is coming back to bite them big time.”

“The point being, we want you on payroll, we’re happy to give you keys to an apartment if you want it and make you the spokesperson for the Department of Ranking Citizens. There’s so much messaging going out of our agencies that the Department’s creation is getting drowned in the noise. We want you to make one of your TikTok videos.”

“Why?”

“Why?” The mayor blinked at him. “So we know who’s leveled up.”

“Yeah, I got that. Why do you need to know?”

The mayor looked dumbfounded for a moment. “Because we need intel, Mr. Kelly, the kind of stuff you just shared.”

The Emergency Manager Commissioner leaned forward. “And because we don’t know what the Nemesis 2 will look like. We might need to call our highest-level fighters if we’re not able to handle them. We want you to form a military unit.”

“But under your command,” said James.

“We’re still figuring out the details. Look. The most important thing is we want you to have some ready cash, a place to crash, and be ready to smash when and if we need you.” The mayor smiled. “We’re just trying to show our appreciation for what you’ve done.”

James looked at Serenity, who gave a shrug and nodded.

“Fine,” said James. “I’d like to know more about this department before I start pushing it online.”

“No worries. Jessica will keep you informed of developments. Which—right. We’ve decided to assign Jessica to work with you moving forward as your own assistant.”

James froze. “What?”

“What?” said Jessica.

The EM Commissioner furrowed his brows into an earnest expression. “This Monitor chose her appearance. We might be grasping at straws, but right now we can’t risk even the slightest advantages. Jessica has some meaning to this Monitor now, she’s part of this. We want you to work together and see if you can’t tease out more of what’s going on.”

James glanced at Jessica. She looked like a deer in headlights. “I don’t need an assistant.”

“Think of her as a liaison,” said the mayor smoothly. “Things are developing by the hour and having someone by your side who’s plugged in and can keep us in the loop in will be to everyone’s advantage. Jessica, we’ll email you the paperwork. For now, can you swing by the city hall and grab James’s new debit card and keys? I think Mary’s already sent you the email with the info.”

“I…” She stared at the mayor, blinked, then James saw her pivot and adapt. Her demeanor changed; the blank shock disappeared as she became the epitome of efficiency once more. “Absolutely. Mr. Kelly, are you in need of the keys tonight, or can we meet up tomorrow morning?”

“He’s fine,” said Serenity, leaning in. “He’s got a place to crash.”

“Perfect. If you’ll give me an address, I’ll be there first thing tomorrow.”

Mancini stirred. He had an incredible ability to remain completely still during these moments and just fade from awareness. “James, the US Army has negotiated the rights for us to camp out in the laundromat beneath Serenity’s apartment. They’re already refurbishing it. And we’ve had the F-150 brought back. It’s in the parking lot below and yours to use moving forward.”

“Oh. OK.” James felt numb. At this point they could have told him he’d been given the keys to FAO Schwartz and access to a hidden underground fairy base, and he’d have just nodded. “I think I’m going to go now.”

“Yes.” The mayor stood and extended his hand. “Keep up the good work and think hard about joining and promoting the department. You’re perfectly positioned to get the word out.”

James shook. The man’s hand was silky smooth, uncalloused.

“Let’s go,” said Serenity, looping her arm through his. “Herman’s?”

“Herman’s,” he agreed.

Mancini stepped in to speak with Jessica while Hackworth moved to confer with the mayor.

James left them to it.

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d needed a whiskey this badly.


Chapter 18:

Avengers

33 Hours till Nemesis 2 Released

James groaned and draped his arm over his face. Clanging and voices came from downstairs. His head throbbed. How much had he drunk? Enough that he should have been useless till the Nemesis 2 arrived, but instead he only felt wretched.

His new powers were making him more resistant to hangovers, apparently.

Silver linings.

Memories came back. Herman’s bar had been packed to the gills. With resupply problems, Herman had started serving the good stuff at well prices, and the place had turned into a feeding frenzy.

“What the hell I gotta worry about my bottom line for?” Herman had yelled to James as he’d pushed a bottle of Patron across the bar. “World’s coming to an end! No sense in there being any booze left over when we’re all dead!”

People had clapped him on the shoulder, asked for selfies with him, and kept shoving drinks into his hand. Serenity had been in her element. From somewhere she’d acquired a feather boa, and later had lit up like a live wire, reminding James of his favorite Kerouac quote: "The only people for me are the mad ones, the ones who are mad to live, mad to talk, mad to be saved, desirous of everything at the same time, the ones who never yawn or say a commonplace thing, but burn, burn, burn, like fabulous yellow roman candles..."

James wasn’t sure if Kerouac had meant to include folks who did copious amounts of coke in that equation. Serenity kept disappearing into the bathroom, and eventually, James decided to call it a night. He kept hearing the Monitor’s words in the back of his mind, and they prevented him from just going all out, indulging in a smash fest that left his stomach as foul as an abandoned port-a-potty and his brain scoured of the ability to feel for days.

Guess he was growing up.

He’d bowed out. Serenity had been horrified, done everything to coax him back into the mood, but he’d fended her off and come back to crash on the couch.

Serenity.

The one thing this world was exceptionally good at was fucking up special people. He’d not asked about her life. Her past. What she did to scrape up cash. What had happened to her that made her so fixated on guns.

He didn’t need to know the details.

He’d met enough lost souls on the sidewalks and corners and abandoned parking lots of the East Coast to make an educated guess.

And in the end, the details didn’t matter. You weren’t what had happened to you. You weren’t your mistakes.

You were who showed up today. Who you chose to be. Sink or swim, everyone was doing their best, even the most self-destructive folks he’d met. Sometimes the only thing you could do when you’d been that fucked over by life and made so many mistakes in turn was self-destruct.

So he didn’t judge. He felt compassion. Felt remorse. Sadness. But also a burgeoning awareness that he had to be careful.

Life had fucked her up, sure. But he didn't want their friendship to turn bad. Wired into all her formidable strength and acidic wit was a mass of insecurity, pain, and need. If he didn’t watch it, their relationship could turn toxic.

But fuck if he could figure out how to course correct right now. Maybe he should get his own place. Boundaries worked for toddlers and cokeheads alike.

An old, old memory resurfaced. His twin little girls at three, finally discovering that they sometimes didn’t want the same thing and becoming outraged at the other’s refusal to do as demanded. James had sat each one on his knee by the big bay window, the sun coming in, and—

James groaned and sat up.

Folded that memory, shoved it down deep, and locked it away.

He emerged from the shower to hear voices from the sidewalk. There was no sign of Serenity yet. He stepped to the window and saw Jessica with a cardboard carrier sporting two coffee cups. A business satchel over one shoulder, everything about her fresh and spotless, from her beige blazer over a white blouse to her skinny black pants and pumps.

He’d just stepped out of the goddamn shower and she still made him feel grungy. Rubbing at his beard he moved over to the pitted mirror and wiped away the steam. A lined face stared back at him. As a rule, he avoided his reflection, but this time he really looked. The beard was proper hobo-chic, coming down mid-chest and scraggly, its deep brown shot through with ropes of gray. His nose had grown, his eyes were sunken, and the hangover sure wasn’t helping.

But his body had improved. Going from 6 to 11 Strength had him feeling like Tobey Maguire in that Spider-Man movie. His chest was deep, his arms roped in muscle, his shoulders broad. His waist was still girdled by a thick belt of fat from years of eating trash and pounding booze, but damn, it felt good to have his strength back.

He gripped the edge of the sink and stared down at the drain. He’d been proud of his looks, once. Had worked out four times a week, been part of the 1000 Club, had shaved each morning, his wife had trimmed his hair each week. He used to turn heads when he’d walk by.

But now he looked closer to fifty-five than forty-one. His hands were large, the knuckles swollen, the whorls still pronounced by the dirt, his fingertips square, the nails like shovels. He needed some chemical cleaner. He needed nail clippers.

He rooted around Serenity’s mess of bathroom shit, found some clippers, and grimaced as he pared his nails down. His fingertips looked weird, after, but he felt better. Considered trimming his beard, but had nothing at hand.

James stopped. What the fuck was he doing? How weird would it look if he opened the door to Jessica all gussied up and clean?

What was he trying to prove?

James inhaled deeply and closed his eyes. What did he want? Jessica’s approval? Not really. For her to be attracted to him? He hesitated, then realized that no, he didn’t want that either.

This wasn’t about Jessica, not the real person down below chatting with Mancini. This was about what she symbolized to him. A world he’d lost. Smart, elegant, with a whole future before her. A future that has been brutally stolen away from him.

He wasn’t trying to impress her. He was fumbling toward some reconciliation with his own losses.

But the thing about losses was that they usually stayed lost. He could never be that James again, with his EMT shirt tight across the shoulders, full of energy and goodwill, a family he adored at home, and a bright future before him.

That James died when—well. Never mind.

He looked into the mirror again. He was this James. Not the best timeline version, but hell. It was all he had to work with.

And with that realization, his shoulders relaxed a fraction. Tension he’d not realized he’d been carrying fell away.

Maybe once he’d been something special. But now? Now he was just himself, alone. Broken and old and worn out.

He’d just keep on keeping on, the same as he’d always done.

When Jessica knocked on the door he was dressed in the last outfit Serenity’s ex had left behind; green corduroy pants, mustard yellow button-up shirt, orange socks.

“Good morning,” said Jessica brightly, managing not to look taken aback. “I don’t know how you like your coffee, so I guessed black.”

“Good guess.” He stepped aside, rolling up the sleeves. “Serenity’s out, but make yourself at home.”

Jessica entered with some measure of hesitation. This was clearly her first time stepping into such an apartment.

“Look, let’s get something clear from the get-go,” said James, turning to sit on the sofa’s arm. “You didn’t ask for this. I didn’t ask for this. Neither of us knows if this is a good idea, or if it will work. I’m willing to play nice with the mayor because there’s some kind of demonic invasion going on, but I’m happy to draw the line if it becomes obvious you’d be more useful somewhere else. Please do me the favor of telling me the same.”

Jessica had frozen as he spoke, eyes wide behind her rimless glasses, then resumed taking the coffees out as she digested his words. “I appreciate your honesty. I have to admit I was a little taken aback last night, but these past couple of days have highlighted the need to be flexible.”

“Ain’t that the truth. Thank you.”

Jessica stepped back after handing him his coffee. “But to be honest, Mr. Kelly—”

“James.”

She gave a tight smile. “James. To be honest, I think the mayor is right. There are, much as I hate to say it, dozens of assistants as capable as I am working for the NYCEM. There’s only one of you. If I can help expedite matters, help you navigate government bureaucracy, keep you in the loop with developments as they occur, then I think that’s a much more valuable use of my time.”

“If you say so.” James took a cautious sip. “I’m not much for staying in the loop.”

“Right. Which is why I could be useful. I know you have a direct line to Major Hackworth, but I can help you communicate priorities to City Hall, the EM, and other agencies. The way I see it, Nemesis 2 is such a variable that we’ll have hours to react and strategize. My job will be to ensure we use those hours as efficiently as possible, and communicate new lessons and intel to the right people at the right time.”

“Sure.” James took a bigger sip. “Good coffee.”

“Thanks. It’s from my favorite spot, Bean Works.” She rubbed her palms briskly on her hips. “Do you have a corner where I can set up? Does Serenity have Wi-Fi?”

“Wherever you like. I think Serenity uses the neighbor’s connection. You might have to wait for her to get back.”

“All right. Can we swap contact information?”

James pulled out the new phone Mancini had given him yesterday. “What are your thoughts on this Department of Ranking Citizens, or whatever it’s called?”

Jessie let her phone fall to one side for the moment and pursed her lips, seeming to give the question genuine consideration.

Here comes the sales pitch.

“I think it’s the inherent tendency of any government body to form departments, committees, and order studies when stressed. It’s almost reflexive. It’s a way to look productive and in charge while not having to make any executive decisions. So, what do I think? I think it’s predictable, for one, but also full of potential. Nobody’s stepped in yet to give it direction and purpose. Which means you would have an outsized impact if you took charge and owned it.”

“An outsized impact.” James stroked his beard. “Like I said to the mayor: to what end?”

“Honestly? It makes me think of the Avengers. A proto-version, if you will.” Her voice somehow remained clinical, her expression serious. “There are rafts of data being produced by think tanks and international bodies on how one can extrapolate the personal statistics sheet, but one thing everyone agrees on is that there’s no obvious upper limit on where this could go. Three of the fields are labeled ‘miracles,’ for example, and there’s footage of Level 6 people with maxed-out speed sprinting faster than Usain Bolt, or breaking other kinds of Olympic records. You said yourself the Monitor indicated Level 500 was possible. Can you imagine what such an individual would look like after spending 2,500 points? And that’s not including new powers, such as your Benediction.”

James frowned. “Shit. That’s a good point. I hadn’t thought about any of that.”

Jessica’s smile was pained. “If there’s one thing we have, it’s lots of people doing nothing but thinking about such things. Which is why I believe this new department could be instrumental in winning this war. The Avengers were stronger for presenting a unified front to the enemy, correct? We could stand to benefit from their example.”

“The Avengers.” James tried not to immediately dismiss the idea. “Get things organized early so that when we become more powerful, there’s a system in place.”

“Exactly.”

“And this would be open to only the folks in NYC?”

She shrugged one shoulder. “Those are the kinds of decisions that have yet to be formalized. I believe the mayor envisions this department primarily as a means to keep tabs on powerful individuals so that they can be called upon when needed. But it could be much, much more with the right kind of leadership.”

“Sounds like they should put you in charge.”

Jessica grimaced. “Alas, I don’t think I’m qualified. I’ve yet to receive a Nemesis 1 notification. It’ll either happen today with the Fourth Wave, or at a later date. And that’s if Nemesis 1 notifications continue after Nemesis 2 is deployed.”

“Huh. So you can’t see any of the gremlins.”

“And am ignored by them in turn. Yes. It has been a surreal few days.”

“I can imagine. But all right. Maybe there’s more to this department idea after all. I’m cautiously interested. What would I have to do to get involved?”

“Read and sign paperwork, mostly. Which I have here. The mayor is willing to make you a deputy commissioner under Commissioner Morgan—he leads the NYCEM—and you’d represent his interests in these matters. But Commissioner Morgan would be a figurehead at best. He’s already overwhelmed managing the NYCEM, much less taking an active interest in this nascent department.”

James nodded grudgingly. “Makes sense, I suppose. And I get the impression I’d have to answer most of my own questions.”

“There is practically no policy in place,” agreed Jessica. “I could help write up your ideas in appropriate legalese. We’d submit it for approval, but I don’t see any difficulty on that end. Anything is a plus right now.”

“Fine.” James felt himself growing more detached from his old reality by the moment. “At the very least I’m willing to explore this further.”

“Great. I’ll—there’s no printer here. No matter, you can read it directly on my tablet. Shouldn’t take long. Nobody’s had a chance to generate much paperwork. And oh, here.”

She opened her satchel and drew out an envelope. “Your new debit card. It has $10,000 deposited in a checking account. Normally your expenses would be reviewed at the end of the month, and I’d urge caution, but with the demon apocalypse and all…”

James smiled. “Understood.”

“And inside is your apartment key. The unit is in Prospect Place. Great neighborhood. I know you weren’t interested, but it had already been assigned, so.”

He took the envelope. Felt a rectangular shape and key within.

And just like that he was no longer homeless or broke.

James was surprised by the strength of emotion that welled up within him. This was all temporary. He knew they could take everything away the moment he ceased to be useful. But after so long spent on the streets, scrounging and living on the very edge of society, to be so casually given such things was… overwhelming.

Jessica’s eyes widened as she registered his emotion, and quickly turned away. “I’ll find that corner and pull up the docs. Just let me know when you’re ready.”

James felt a quick flush of embarrassment. To Jessica, $10k was probably a few months’ pay. She lived in a nice apartment close to a boutique Bean Works coffee shop. Her surprise at his own reaction said it all.

But it wasn’t her fault.

They were all nothing more than the products of their lives and circumstances.

“Thanks,” he said hoarsely, setting the envelope beside him on the couch back. “Appreciate it.”

Jessica found a chair, cleared away a corner of Serenity’s counter, and began setting up her laptop.

Nothing could have looked more incongruous.

James sipped his coffee. Gave himself time to adapt, to accept just how much things had changed, how much they were changing still.

A demon apocalypse, a new home, a debit card, and soon, maybe, deputy commissioner of the Avengers.

What a fucking crazy world.


Chapter 19:

Smitey Smite

Serenity staggered in just after lunch. Her eyes were glazed, her clothing shredded, her left arm sleeved in dry blood.

“Oh wow, you guys wait up all this time for me? How sweet.” She swayed in the doorway, then stared at Jessica. “What’s office girl doing here?”

Jessica rose smoothly to her feet. “Good afternoon, Ms. Serenity. I was assigned—”

“Oh yeah, no, I remember. At ease, soldier.” She blinked and focused on James. “Hi, honey.”

“Serenity?” He moved to her side. “What happened?”

“Rough date.” She frowned at her arm where needle bite marks ran down her triceps. “Feisty, you know? But not in the good way. Had to shoot him in the face.”

She drew both Sig Sauers from where she’d tucked them behind her belt and handed them to James. “Hold these?” Then she dipped back into the hallway and returned with the mag can Mancini had brought her. “Will you look at that? I’m all out.”

She was high as a fucking experimental jet fighter. Her pupils were massively dilated, her nostrils raw, and she was practically vibrating.

“Shit, Serenity.” He set the guns on the counter. “Tell me you didn’t hit the streets by yourself.”

“Hit the streets?” She strode across the apartment, gazed out the window, and whipped back around. “Honey, I was like a 9.0 on the Richter scale. I fucking owned most of North Brooklyn. Aren’t you going to ask me my level?”

James crossed his arms. “Fine. What level?”

“Eight!” She pretended to do a little festive jump. “Yay! Go me! I mean, boy. You weren’t kidding about that aura. Took a minute to get it to Level 3, but once I did, it was like shooting piñatas at a birthday party.” She grinned and stumbled against the couch. “What Benediction do you think I chose? That’s right! Smite. Smitey smite. Which, through diligent experimentation, I have done gone discovered can work on guns. Did you know that? Bullets of white fire! Pow pow.”

James straightened. “You got Smite to work on your Sigs?”

She pointed finger guns at him. “Pow pow pow. Though I ran out of bullets pretty fast. Kept looping back to my crate, and you know what? I was kinda sorta glad when I did, cause then I could just zone out and listen to music. Do you have any idea how awesome it is to listen to The Cure while ashing demons left and right? I felt like I was the star of the coolest music video…” She trailed off and frowned. “I wonder how Robert Smith is doing. You think the mayor can put us in touch?”

Jessica hesitated. “I don’t think so.”

Serenity mock-scowled at her. “Useless. Oh, wait. Coffee.” She stepped over and picked up her cup. “Hmm.”

James crossed his arms. Tried to think of a way to admonish her without crossing any lines. Without upsetting her.

“Hmm, so good.” Serenity closed her eyes for a moment, then widened them dramatically. “Now hol’ up. I can see you getting all mad at with. ‘Serenity, you shouldn’t do an 8-Ball and then go hunt demons by yourself all night… and morning… without telling anyone where you were,’ right?”

“I mean… yeah.”

“I know.” She sighed, and some of the feverish gleam died in her eyes. “It was so weird! I thought bumping up my Arete would just fuel my aura, but the more points I put in it, the more…” She waved a hand vaguely. “The more I changed? But not really. More like, I remained the same, but the window through which I saw the world grew bigger? Fuck, I’m not getting this right.”

James hesitated at this sudden change of tack but went with it. “I know what you mean. Yeah. I’m still the same idiot who spent years trying to drink himself into oblivion. But these past few days it’s like some of the old me has re-awoken. At first I thought it was just ol’ James rising to the occasion. But I think it’s the Arete.”

“Right! Which is awful! I don’t want to change, I’m me, I’m perfect. But…” She wagged her head from side to side as if trying to reconcile something. “I think it was like seven a.m. when dawn started, and I just sat on top of this car to watch the sky and I realized, like, shit. Why the fuck was I out there by myself stoned to the walls and balls and back? Because… well. It’s like someone pulled one of those little chains attached to a light bulb, and I suddenly saw what I was doing.”

James didn’t say anything.

Serenity sipped her coffee nervously then turned to stare at Jessica. “We’re trying to have a moment here. Could you?”

“Oh. Sure. Yes.” Jessica grabbed her tablet and phone and rose to her feet. “But, if I may? What you said reminded me of something I’ve heard numerous astronauts say.”

“You know astronauts?” asked Serenity.

“What? Oh. No! But I’ve read interviews, and they say the most impactful moment is when they look out their spaceship’s window and see Earth floating in the void. They all say it changes them, that view, that it contextualizes everything and makes them aware of how precious and miraculous life on Earth is. Perhaps increasing Arete results in your being gifted the same change in perspective?”

Serenity considered, then very reluctantly nodded. “Yeah, that sounds like it. Not bad, office girl.”

“It’s Ms. Miles.” And Jessica strode out of the apartment.

Serenity waited for the door to close and then began to pace, the coke no doubt still filling her with anxious energy. “So anyways. Where was I?”

“You suddenly saw what you were doing.”

“Yes!” She spun and pointed at him with her coffee hand. “I saw how crazy and lost I was getting. It’s always happened to me. When something important enters my life, like a chance to improve things, or a good person, it’s like funhouse mirrors start appearing around me, distorting everything I see, and it just makes me fuck things up, again and again and again. And it was happening all over.”

James sipped his coffee.

“I know you could tell. And you’ve been super chill about it. But I was getting so miserable, and desperate? Like, actively fighting not to be clingy, to piss on your leg to mark my territory, and the thing is, you’re not even mine!” She laughed incredulously then got all serious. “You’ve been fucking awesome about all this, by the way. Golf clap, for real.”

“Thanks.”

“So… yeah.” She shrugged and resumed pacing. “Fucking enlightenment while listening to The Cure’s Mixed-Up tape, sun rising, demons ashing themselves half-heartedly on my aura, like it had all become pro forma. And I saw how I was ruining shit again by trying too hard, by allowing my insecurity to grab me by the neck and shake me like a pit bull with a baby. Fuck! I came this close to driving you away. Right?”

“I’m going to sip my coffee diplomatically.”

“Asshole.” She grinned. “God. When Office Bitch offered you the keys last night, you remember how I leaned in like this crazy harpy and told her you already had a place to stay? I kept thinking about that moment.”

Her shoulders slumped as she stared down at her coffee. “I don’t know why I get like that. It’s like I stop being me, and this crazy neurotic bitch comes out of the closet, all switchblades and desperate hunger, and… yeah.” She grimaced, shook her head, and resumed pacing. “But! The Arete. I swear, if we beat these demons it’ll be the end of triple A.”

“You mean AA.”

“Those guys, too. Because, and this is the crazy part, I still feel all that dark and nasty insecurity and fear and shit, but now… now it’s like I can just step back and be aware that I’m feeling it. And that defuses it, somehow, allows me to control it, or laugh at it, or just… am I making any sense?”

“You are,” said James. “And I’m really fucking happy to hear it. Like I said, I think it’s been having the same effect on me.”

“Nah, you’re a good guy, James. You’d have done all this regardless.”

“I don’t think so.” He stared down at his hands. “There was a moment after that first night, here in this apartment, where I thought through how bad things were going to get. How the city was a death trap. The old me would have used that as an excuse to bug out. I’d have left, Serenity. Headed for a small town, just hit the road again. But the Arete helped me stay strong and resist the temptation. It widened my tunnel vision. Helped me see the world a little bit more like I used to.”

She nodded, clearly understanding.

For a moment they just stared at each other, and then she grinned. “You think if we keep raising our Arete we’ll become, like, the Dalai Lama?”

“Unlikely.”

“Shit. Though I can’t see the Dalai Lama rocking Sig Sauers. So maybe it’s for the best.”

“You really managed to use Smite on your guns?”

“Yes!” She grinned. “It was amaaaaaazing. The guns lit up with this gray fire, just like my aura, and each shot was like on fire, too. So cool. And you should have seen the little fuckers when I hit them! Poof! Ash-time.”

James pressed his palm to his brow. “That’s huge. That’s… this could change everything. If we can keep guns in play, make them even deadlier… can you imagine what Delvecchio could do with his SAW?”

“Yes.” She stared at him gravely. “I totally can. I want one, by the way.”

“We need to tell Mancini. Like, now.”

“Now now?” She frowned. “Fine. Fucking Arete and our newfound civic duty.”

James led the way down, coffee in hand, and stepped out onto the sidewalk. It was blisteringly cold, the sky a dull gray, everything bleached of color. The F-150 was parked across the street, the hummer up on the curb, and a small tan truck beside it.

The refurbishment was mostly done. Jessica stood with a handful of soldiers outside the laundromat’s front door, chatting with the men and women in uniform, who all turned as James walked up to them in his green and mustard yellow clothing.

“I dig the outfit,” said Delvecchio with a grin. “Awesome branding.”

“Ha ha,” said James. “Sergeant Mancini, a moment?”

The sergeant stepped through the group and followed them back to the apartment’s narrow door. James tried to get a glimpse of the laundromat’s new interior, but the huge washing machines had been neatly stacked before the window and then reinforced with wooden framing.

“It’s not perfect,” said Mancini, looking at the windows. “But those machines are heavy, and with the framing, they’ll not be pushed back easily. What’s going on?”

James nodded to Serenity, who pulled one of her Sigs out from behind the small of her back. “See this?”

Mancini gave a serious nod. “I do.”

“Now watch.” She focused on the gun and gray flames wreathed its barrel and covered her fingers.

“Holy fucking shit,” said Mancini, in excited yet clinical tones. “What is that?”

“Smite, bay-bee.” Serenity turned the gun about, admiring it. “The effect works on the ammo, too. I ashed a bunch of demons last night with it.”

“You’re Level 5? Outstanding. What’s your Arete?”

“Level 5? Try Level 8. I wasn’t playing around. Arete’s now 21. I started with 6, bumped it up three times. Agility’s at 21 as well. Aura Level 3.”

“You buy any Aeviternum?” asked James.

“Nah. I figure the only thing better than being able to heal is to not get hurt in the first place.” Serenity dropped the Smite, and the Sig looked dull without the flames. “With Arete 21 I was able to keep the gun aflame continuously for, like…” She made a face, trying to calculate. “A few minutes? Keeping it on fire wasn’t too bad, but each shot like, kinda depleted my reserves.”

“Huh,” said James. “Maybe the same thing would happen with my skillet. It’d deplete whenever I hit something. But hold up. Smite works off Power. How does that jive with a gun?”

Mancini looked eagerly back to Serenity, who shrugged. “Fuck if I know. I got the feeling though that with my Power of 6 it was mostly the bullet doing damage, so when I hit Level 8 I boosted my Power to 11 but it didn’t change anything. Same base damage.”

James frowned. “But how does Power affect bullets?”

“Smite’s a spiritual attack, correct?” Mancini looked from one of them to the other. “Perhaps there’s a more spiritual component to this. Your ability to harness your strength explosively reflects drive and desire. Perhaps that bleeds over?”

“Yeah, maybe,” said James, unconvinced.

“I dunno.” Serenity stared at her gun. “If increasing Power didn’t change the damage, perhaps that means guns will always do the bare minimum of Smite, or something.”

“Still, this is outstanding,” said Mancini. “I’ll let the major know.”

“Good, because I really, really wanted to get my Agility up to 26 to see if I finally got another Speed boost. I got nothing at 20.”

James blinked. “Why would that boost your Speed?”

“Hmm?” Serenity mock-blinked right back. “I mean, I’m calling it a boost. That’s what happened when my Agility went over 15.”

“You never said anything about this before.”

“Um, we were in a firefight with thousands of demons at the time?” She stared at him pointedly. “It didn’t do anything crazy. My Speed rose from 8 to 10.”

Mancini nodded, clearly unsurprised. “We’re calling it an auxiliary boost. Most of our people have placed their points in physical stats as a matter of course, and with many of them already starting with their stats in the 9s, 10s, and 11s, we’ve seen numerous examples of Strength and Power boosting each other by 2 when they cross the 15 threshold, and the same with Agility and Speed.”

James ran his hand over his head. “No shit.”

“Though there’s a caveat. The auxiliary boost only kicks in for organic points spent, not totals. If your boosted total crosses the 15 threshold, nothing happens.”

James frowned. “OK. Still. Good to know.”

“I’m going to get in touch with Hackworth,” said Mancini. “If you’ll excuse me?”

They nodded, and the sergeant stepped away and pulled out his radio.

“It feels weird.” James sipped his coffee. “Being able to use Smite on a gun.”

“No? It feels awesome. What are you talking about?”

“I don’t know. It just feels like these mystical powers should only work on baseball bats and swords and knives and shit. Working on guns feels…” He shrugged.

“Honey, guns are weapons. Smite is a way to deliver the pain.”

“So can you smite through a car if you drive into something with it? Can you smite with… I don’t know, rocks if you drop them from a forklift?”

“I love rhetorical questions. They really turn me on. But right now, I need a shower and like thirty-six hours of sleep.”

“Bad news. You have thirty-one hours.”

“Fucking Nemesis 2.” But Serenity grinned at him. “No matter. Bonnie and Clyde are back.” She hip-checked him, caused him to stumble, then opened the narrow door to the apartment. “And try to keep up, yeah?”

James snorted. “Yeah. Fine. I’ll work on it.”

And with that, Serenity winked at him and headed upstairs.


Chapter 20:

Fourth Wave

The Fourth Wave was the largest yet.

With all the progress and meetings and killing of gremlins, James had momentarily lost track of the shitstorm that was spreading across the world. He’d started to feel empowered, important, with an executive assistant ready to guide him through the halls of power and an army sergeant ready to follow him into battle.

But sitting down after lunch, he scrolled the news channels with horrified fascination as he took in the ongoing developments.

Updated estimates put the combined number of the first three waves at around a billion and a half. One out of every five people on the planet had faced a Nemesis 1, though the Third Wave had been hugely assisted by knowledge and preparation. The Fourth Wave that was washing across the world seemed twice as large as the first three put together.

The sheer number swamped every policy and system that had been implemented to handle the threats. In the streets of metropolises, crowds surged and heaved in an ocean of humanity even as gremlins appeared in their midst to slaughter and slash. Small towns everywhere were overrun, deprived of military support, the locals unable to have leveled up ahead of time without sufficient gremlins to kill. Every military was stretched to its utmost, every soldier, every reservist, every police officer, anyone with a gun taking to the streets, blue armbands the universal indicator of a survivor, seeking to kill gremlins as they swarmed the world’s cities.

The worst footage came from a local station. A news helicopter hovered over Grand Army Plaza where the National Guard had set up shop and been bolstered by the army out of Fort Hamilton. People flowed in from everywhere, choking the streets, stopping traffic, shoving and yelling for help, overwhelming soldiers and guards who futilely tried to maintain barricades, who inched tanks into place to try and direct the flow of bodies with their sheer mass only to witness people be crushed against their sides.

“Holy shit,” whispered James as he half rose from the couch. He’d been lulled into complacency. Nobody had told him to do anything. His heart began hammering. He couldn’t tell if the sound of screams came from the TV or the streets. He stared at Jessica who was watching from where she sat at the kitchen counter. “I have to get there.”

“I—of course.” She stood. “I’ll call the sergeant and Major Hackworth.”

James rushed into Serenity’s bedroom. She lay comatose amongst sheets that were twisted into ropes between her limbs. “Serenity! Wake up!”

“No. Bad day.” She turned and pushed her face into the pillow.

He shook her. “We have to get out there! Serenity!”

“Want to die,” she grumbled into the pillow.

James cast around, grabbed her glass of water, and flung it at the back of her head.

She sat up abruptly. “Jesus Christ shat in a basket, what the fuck?”

“Get dressed. We’re hitting the streets.”

His tone caught her attention. “Wait. What?”

“Fourth Wave.” He spoke with irrefutable certainty. “We’re going. Now.”

Three minutes later they spilled out onto the sidewalk. Mancini and his fireteam were waiting, rifles in the carry position, helmets on, good to go.

“No driving,” called James as he set out at a swift walk. “We’re going to work our way south to Grand Army.”

“Copy,” said Mancini, moving alongside him. “Objectives?”

“Just to, I don’t know, fucking help.” James tried to get the images out of his mind. For some reason, he’d begun to associate the gremlins with nighttime, as if they couldn’t be summoned by millions in the full light of day. “You’ve seen what’s happening down there?”

“We have. I was requesting permission from Major Hackworth to move to assist.”

“Well, you got it now. You guys spend your points?”

“We did.” Mancini was alert, watching the streets, and James realized the whole fireteam wasn’t just hustling to Grand Army, they were moving as if they could be attacked at any moment. Huffman brought up the rear, watching the street behind them, while Singh and Delvecchio watched the rooftops. Mancini’s gaze swept the sidewalk ahead of them, never resting.

“Orders came through. Singh was instructed to place all his points into Arete and acquire Shield of Faith. He’s Level 5, Arete 32, which has raised his Lead Aura to 5. Shield of Faith runs off Stamina, but he’s still only at an 8 there, so we’ll see how that plays out. I was instructed to acquire Bless, which runs directly off Arete. I’m Level 5 as well, and mine’s at 30. Delvecchio’s Level 6 and was ordered to acquire Smite and pour all his points into Power, bringing him up to 36. Huffman’s still only Level 4, but she’s to go Smite when she levels and reserve her points till we get further results.”

“Delvecchio needs Strength to back up his Power.”

“He got +4 to Strength from Auxiliary bonuses, bringing him to 12. But it doesn’t matter. He’s focusing on Smiting through his gun. The brass thinks the SAW’s high rate of fire combined with maximum Power will make Strength unnecessary. One way to find out.”

James took a moment to process all this, then nodded.

“The Army’s running this experiment across the country,” said Mancini, then touched James’s shoulder to get him to stop. He moved ahead, peered around the corner up and down the intersecting street, then gestured. Delvecchio and Singh ran across, took up position on the opposite corner, and then Mancini and Huffman ran across, James and Serenity in tow.

“Operation Excellence, it’s called,” said Mancini, taking the lead again. “They’ve registered something like ten thousand Level 5s, three thousand Level 6s, and hundreds of 7s. Most of them spent their points early on, but enough leveled yesterday that they’re experimenting with optimal spread.”

“Got it,” said James, considering his own mishmash. “I wish I’d thought things through before spending all of mine.”

“Don’t second guess yourself.” Mancini sounded absolutely assured, gaze flicking to parked cars, doorways, and trashcans. “You’re Level 8 and helped kickstart this whole conversation. Besides, there’s a problem with optimization.”

“What’s that?”

“Without understanding the system as a whole, we can only optimize for our current situation and understanding. Singh might be invulnerable against Nemesis 1s but hamstrung against Nemesis 2. Or 3, or whatever comes after. Extreme optimization at this stage in the game can be as much of a liability as an advantage. We just don’t know.”

“But Operation Excellence aims to find out.”

“Exactly.”

They turned onto a busy avenue. People were rushing south toward Grand Army Plaza. Cars were backed up already, most people leaning on the horns, standing inside their open car doors to yell down the line. Traffic lights changed back and forth without anybody noticing.

Mancini cut through the crowd smoothly, people drawing back when they first saw him, then pressing forward to clamor for help.

James wanted to answer every plea. But how could he arrange to dispatch gremlins here?

So they moved on, the fireteam professional and smooth, Serenity and James following just behind Mancini.

The madness began to manifest when they were still a dozen blocks north of Grand Army. News helicopters shared the skies with small, buzzy black helicopters that sported army men with rifles seated on the outside, legs wrapped around bench seats mounted to the side doors.

“Killer Eggs,” said Mancini loudly over the noise as one zipped by overhead. “Special Ops. They can land in an alleyway.”

James saw one alight atop a five-story building. It barely touched down before the fireteam leaped out, and immediately lifted again.

“What are they doing up there?” called Serenity.

Mancini shrugged one shoulder. “Taking sniper positions? Securing the building? I don’t know.”

A voice was blaring over loudspeakers, repeating a message over and over again from the distance:

“Please stay calm and proceed in an orderly fashion. The National Guard and US Army are on hand to help. Please stay clear of the road and form orderly lines on sidewalks. You will receive help in a timely fashion. Dial 3-1-1 for more information or register for Notify New York. Please stay calm…”

Their progress began to slow.

Screams sounded from the left and people scattered to reveal a gremlin crouched over an old man, its fangs crimson as it grinned at everyone gaping at it.

James ran forward. The gremlin saw him, leaped, and ashed.

People gaped then began to shout and rush toward him.

James held up his hands and tried to back away, but hands grabbed at his arms, people pushed him and yelled their demands with eyes wide, faces pleading.

A gunshot shattered the clamor and the crowd recoiled.

Heart pounding, James moved to where Serenity stood, Sig Sauer pointed at the sky.

“Let’s move,” said Mancini. He speared forward, forcing his way closer to Grand Army. “This is FUBAR. There’s no way we can handle this kind of press.”

More screams sounded from across the street. James craned his neck but couldn’t see what was going on. Frustration boiled within him. Was this the right move? How could he best leverage his aura?

Mancini was talking on his radio, and a moment later a Killer Egg flew into view, wind blasting everywhere as the crowd wilted before it.

James raised his arm, shielding his face, and the Killer Egg slowly descended, its precision surgical. Delvecchio strode into the street and ordered two cars to reverse onto the sidewalk.

“Our ride!” shouted Mancini, leaning in. “We’ll never get there otherwise!”

They ran forward. Mancini showed them how to sit astride the benches and buckled their lap belts.

“Don’t worry!” he shouted over the rotors. “The dynamics of helicopter flight will keep you pinned to the deck no matter how it orients. Just stay calm. If we bank hard, centrifugal force will keep you planted.”

James gave a thumbs up. Delvecchio and Huffman were on the bench with him, all of them squashed up close, and as the dust swirled from the rotor blades James squinted and wished he had the same wrap-around shades they sported.

Turns out they weren’t just to look cool, after all.

They must have finished buckling on the other side, because the Killer Egg swayed and lifted up, the ground falling away, the street full of upturned faces as the crowd yelled and watched them go. James’s heart went out to them, and anger came boiling up right after, a dark rage at this absurd and horrific predicament they were all in.

The copter turned smoothly, the world rotating, and then they were above the rooftops, everything flat and dingy and covered with electrical boxes, air conditioning units, water tanks, and the top of elevator shafts.

They skimmed smoothly toward the heart of Grand Army Plaza, flying high above the traffic and crowds, the Egg leaning forward as it went.

Mancini was right. Instead of sliding off the bench, he felt glued to it.

The experience was exhilarating, the rush of cold air biting, and he’d have enjoyed the fuck out of the moment if it hadn’t been for the despair laid out below.

It was like an endless concert crowd. Here and there people fought and killed gremlins as they manifested, but it was clear that people were holding off on acknowledging in order to get help first.

They wouldn’t wait forever, though.

The lessons from the Second Wave were stark.

Grand Army came into view. Normally it was a huge expanse of cement outside the northern main entrance to Prospect Park. Two concentric oval rings were arranged as streets around a fountain, each ring divided by black, leafless trees, while a massive Arc de Triomphe rose at the southern end, looking out at the park entrance.

But now it was a fucking madhouse.

A hundred thousand people surrounded the inner oval, which was protected by high barriers and army vehicles. James could see the normal intake channel to the north through which people were supposed to enter, be processed, and then sent into the park through the south, but the crowd was so packed and progress at processing them so slow that it had all ground to a halt.

The Killer Egg touched down within the perimeter, and James unbuckled himself with shaking hands. They moved away from the copter which immediately flew up and away.

Even with the sound of the rotors gone, the air was a brutal tapestry of noise. Shouts, screams, and cries from an endless number of throats blended into a wall of sound that washed over them continuously, while instructions were blared from loudspeakers and gunfire echoed from the park.

Mancini took James’s elbow and led him to the closest officer.

James realized with clinical detachment that he was overwhelmed and in shock. Seven years ago he’d have recommended he sit down, maybe put his head between his knees, take deep breaths and wait till his pulse slowed, but now there was no time.

Still, he was happy to let Mancini navigate the army officers. To follow where directed, and eventually end up at the southern point where soldiers returned along a protected umbilical cord that extended from the park to the huge arch.

Mancini had a brief exchange with a sergeant major then walked over, his expression rigid.

“What’s going on?” demanded Huffman, turning back and forth as if expecting to be charged by fast zombies at any moment.

“Fucking protocol.” Mancini glowered, then took a moment to master himself and turned to James and Serenity. “You’re both civilians, and thus despite Major Hackworth’s insistence don’t have clearance to partake in military operations. He’s clearing things right now, but he’s also juggling a hundred other things.”

“Fucking pencil pushers,” growled Delvecchio.

“Which means what?” asked James.

“Which means we have to wait till you’re both cleared to get involved.”

Serenity stared at him in disbelief. “How long will that take?”

Delvecchio groaned. “This is the US Army. It’ll take twice as long as necessary and then we’ll be yelled at for not having gotten started sooner.”

“We can’t wait,” said James, the screams and shouts from the hidden crowd driving him crazy. “We need to get out there.”

“You’re not authorized to get involved here,” said Mancini. “If we want to leave and operate independently on the streets, we can. But you saw how that was going.”

Angry shouts broke out from soldiers standing atop a tank behind one of the barricades that was swaying and shaking as if being attacked. They raised their rifles and loosed a three-round burst into the air, and the barrier ceased shaking.

“It’s the scale of this,” said James, turning in a slow circle. Everywhere people in military gear were running, moving, shouting, or standing still looking overwhelmed. “This whole operation was set up to handle ten thousand people. Not a hundred.”

“James.” Serenity reached out and took his hand. “What do you want to do?”

“This right here is an argument for taking over the Department of Ranking Citizens. At least then we’d be somebody.”

“But what about now?” Serenity shook his hand. “How would we even get out? Can we get another ride on a copter?”

Mancini scowled again. “Maybe. Major Hackworth would have to call it in again, but us getting out is not the same priority as getting us in. It’d take time.”

“Fuck,” said Huffman, and kicked at the ground. “This is a total clusterfuck.”

More gunfire erupted; screams, then hoarse shouting.

James pinched the bridge of his nose. “Running around in the streets will only get us mobbed. We don’t have the manpower or infrastructure to help large numbers or set things up. We can do the most good here. Ultimately. Let’s just hope Hackworth can do his thing.”

Serenity nodded.

“We’re going to make ourselves useful while you wait,” said Mancini. “But we won’t leave the area without you. Keep your radio handy and hang tight. I’ll be back when I’ve got news.”

James watched the fireteam be swallowed into the shifting mass of other soldiers. He turned in a slow circle, taking in the madness, the barely maintained perimeter, the howls of outrage from outside.

He’d only ever felt this helpless once before in his life.

But while he felt rage like before, this time he didn’t want to sink into oblivion.

This time he wanted to do something, anything, in whatever way he could.

Regret etched his soul like acid. Why had he wasted the morning signing documents and watching the news? Why hadn’t he anticipated this chaos, fought to set up a different kind of kill zone, a way to process people through his aura? Something where he just stood there as people filed by, and endless stream of humanity that he could save from the Nemesis 1?

Then again, if the government and military had underestimated this panic, who was he to have done better? Maybe it had been hubris earlier to think himself important. In the face of the sheer scale of the Fourth Wave and the chaos and death it was unleashing, he was nothing.

But he’d hang in there.

He’d do what he could.

Listening to the screams, the cries, he felt as if he heard the wailing come from around the globe.

He closed his free hand into a fist.

From now on, he vowed, he would do better.


Chapter 21:

Brutal Lessons

James pushed open their apartment door. Serenity staggered inside, dropped her Sigs on the counter, and without a word entered her room and face-planted on the bed.

With extreme effort, James straightened, closed the door, and entered the little kitchen. He poured himself a glass of water and raised it to his lips.

The glass trembled.

He closed his eyes and drank.

Then, with great care, he set the glass in the sink, turned to cross his arms, lean against the counter, and lowered his chin to his chest.

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been this tired. This kind of bone-deep ache. Yet his mind couldn’t stop replaying images, memories, horrific scenes.

James took a deep breath and summoned the countdown.

11 Hours till Nemesis 2 Released

They’d worked through the afternoon, into the evening, through the night. At one point he’d stolen twenty minutes of sleep only to regret it upon waking up even more exhausted.

The sound of gunfire had been ubiquitous. The flash of muzzles under the Klieg lights. In his mind’s eye, he saw endless swarms of gremlins come bounding, come leaping, gnashing their fangs, and hissing as they ran forever into withering hails of gunfire.

When permission had finally come through, it had resulted in their opening a small clearing zone of their own in the park to which they’d escort groups of thirty. They’d position Serenity, Singh, and James in a triangle about the small crowd, with Huffman, Mancini and Delvecchio interspersed between them and ready to fire.

But setup took so much time. Collecting the group, introducing themselves tersely, running as best they could into Prospect Park to their designated zone, telling everyone what to do over and over again, and then ordering them to acknowledge.

Thank God the gremlins appeared right away.

It took less than twenty seconds to slaughter the thirty, and then they handed the crowd over to handlers who ushered them out the southern end of the park while James led the way back to Grand Army.

At his insistence, they increased the size to sixty, then a hundred. They managed five rounds before a gremlin got past them and fell upon the crowd, killing a muscular guy who’d fallen backwards shrieking in horror.

That stalled things. They had to call medics over, stand around in frustrated horror as the body was carried away, fill out a form, and only then return for more people, the crowd size reduced to eighty.

And all the while Brooklyn raged outside the barriers, people chanted, screamed, roared. The sheer press of the crowd drove people crazy. Countless innocents were crushed against the walls, tanks, transport vehicles. Rescuing them from under the feet of those who surged over their bodies was almost suicidal.

And all James could do was run back and forth, herding little pockets of desperately grateful humanity into the park.

He felt as far from an Avenger as was possible.

And then night had fallen.

The army set up huge lights, kept piping instructions through powerful speakers, and the crowd raged. People collapsed from exhaustion, threw rocks, had heart attacks, screamed for help. Nobody could get to them.

Drop by drop the ocean was bled of victims, people trickling into the processing station. James estimated that between all the clearance teams they were managing to process a thousand or so people an hour.

Twice as many arrived every half hour.

And in the dark everything became that much more haunting.

James refused to rest, to eat. Mancini forced him to remain hydrated. They escorted, killed, ran back. An endless cycle. Each group that streamed south was another success, but it felt absolutely insignificant compared to the hundred thousand that waited outside the battered barriers.

But what could they do?

Even as he escorted people he tried to dream up new approaches. Maybe a Killer Egg could fly him over the crowd, just above head height, his aura washing over people, but then what? They’d ask everyone to acknowledge while in the crowd? What if they set up a turnstile, used a subway station, had people acknowledge then walk along the tracks as the gremlins came after and ashed in his and Singh’s auras?

He suggested that plan to Mancini, who escalated it, but they never heard back.

The moon sailed into view, slowly crawled across the sky, descended over the park’s treetops, and disappeared. The eastern sky began to lighten.

James and his crew must have saved almost three thousand people by the time dawn broke, but it felt like failure.

They worked through the morning hours, bringing ever more, and now the brass felt the desperation and allowed groups of a hundred and twenty to be escorted, a hundred and fifty.

There were more casualties, but those were deemed acceptable.

The Red Cross was there. FEMA. Doctors volunteering in emergency tents inside the cordon. Firefighters wrestled with the crowd. There was always a fucking reporter on hand to shove a microphone in his face and ask how he was feeling.

The hours crawled by.

The crowd diminished at last, not because they were processed, but because they realized they’d not be helped in time.

You had to acknowledge within twenty-four hours. They’d learned that with the Second Wave. People decided to head home, slowly, painfully, limping and carrying their wounded, their dead.

To return home and fight their battles alone.

Still, James and the other teams cleared. On and on, till at last the dreaded hour rolled around.

Shit went crazy at midday.

There were perhaps ten thousand people left in the crowd, a thin band around the barrier, people weeping, clawing at the walls.

With the deadline looming, they all turned to face outwards. Someone, somewhere, began singing that fucking John Lennon song.

The sound would haunt him for the rest of his life.

“All we are saying,” they sang, thousands of voices raised and ragged, people holding hands, faces wet with tears, “is give peace a chance.”

The army had set up a line of soldiers before them. A thousand soldiers with rifles at the ready, James and the fireteam amongst them.

The army played a countdown to coordinate the mass-acknowledgment.

10.

9.

8.

7.

The song grew to a crescendo. It made James feel murderous, nauseous, heartbroken. He and those who could summon auras were positioned at the base of a subtle funnel, twin flanks of soldiers angling toward them so as to guide the gremlins in.

6.

5.

4.

3.

Serenity didn’t need her Sigs, but she had them pointed straight ahead regardless.

2.

James took a deep breath.

1.

Ten thousand gremlins appeared before them all, many of them materializing within the cordon behind them where more soldiers awaited.

The song fragmented, lasted for another line, then broke into screams as the gremlins threw themselves forward.

A thousand rifles opened fire. SAWs, grenades, helicopters strafing overhead, .50 caliber machine guns mounted atop Humvees.

The gremlins were chewed up, but they’d appeared only a score of yards away. Sheer volume allowed half of them to flow over their dead and against the soldiers, their little bodies bursting apart as high-velocity rounds tore through them and into the gremlins behind.

James spread his arms, screamed, and charged forward.

The world became ash.

Everything was scaly limbs and open mouths, flaring gray aura and death.

He simply ran, returned, looped back. He couldn’t move out to the sides for fear of being shot, but there were enough gremlins for everyone.

Ash. Nothing but choking black ash.

It lasted three minutes.

Somewhere within that madness, he registered a new level.

All told, the engagement was deemed a success. Only a hundred or so soldiers died, maybe three times that number of civilians.

Grand Army was a warzone, dead everywhere.

People sobbed, held each other, stared numbly at the corpses.

Across NYC, hundreds upon hundreds of thousands more fought their own battles.

Across the world, billions.

James stood, dark with ash, then blinked and began to help with triage. Doctors spilled out from the enclosure, medics with stretchers. Old skills came to the fore, and James helped process the wounded.

He didn’t remember much of what came after, but he worked on autopilot, directing some to the emergency surgery tents, others to waiting areas, ordering those who weren’t too badly injured to go home.

Their cuts and lacerations would heal.

They wouldn’t grow infected.

Finally, Serenity found him.

She looked like she’d just survived a three-week binge of every drug known to man. Strung out, exhausted, and jittery, she simply fell into his arms and hugged him tight.

It was a miracle she’d managed to remain on her feet after her cocaine-fueled all-nighter. Only her enhanced Stamina had kept her going.

Mancini arranged for their return. Commandeered a jeep from somewhere, and together with the fireteam drove back to their apartment.

Nobody spoke.

Brooklyn was still, as if stunned by what had happened.

Every store was closed.

Here and there they saw corpses. All cut up and bitten.

Cars abandoned in traffic, permanently blocking the roads.

People wandering the streets with blank looks, some wounded, some weeping silently.

Gunfire was constant. Gremlins were everywhere.

How many people had died?

How would the city recover from this disaster?

James blinked and came back to the present.

Refilled the glass of water and drank again.

The worst part of it was that he knew shit was just getting started. The Monitor had said that Nemeses were like cockroaches to her. Which meant far worse demons were on their way.

He checked his countdown again. Another hour had ticked by:

10 Hours till Nemesis 2 Released

He’d gained another level at some point during the night. Hadn’t bothered to spend the points. But now he pulled up his sheet.

Name: James Kelly

Class: None

Rank: Mendicant 9

Title: Vanguard

Virtues: None

Benedictions: Smite

First Miracle: None

Second Miracle: None

Third Miracle: None

Aura: Lead

Aura Strength: 4

Aeviternum Points: 3

Strength: 11

Stamina: 5

Speed: 6

Agility: 4

Power: 10

Arete: 27

He considered. Nemesis 2 was going to be an upgrade. Stronger, faster, more lethal. More resistant, too.

No way they would ash as easily as the gremlins.

With grim satisfaction he dumped his 5 points into Arete, bringing it to 32.

Aura: Lead

Aura Strength: 5

He’d grown used to depending on his aura. When Nemesis 2 showed up, he’d have to be careful. That instinct could get him killed.

But he was sure Aura Strength 5 would still piss the new demons off.

Smite would have to do the rest.

He turned on the tap, washed his hands, then washed his face. Washed the back of his neck, then considered a shower.

No.

He was too damn tired.

James limped over to the couch and sat heavily. With great effort, he hauled off his boots. He considered turning on the news, then decided not to. He knew what he’d see.

He lay back and stared up at the ceiling, one forearm resting across his brow, and just… stared.

Sleep refused to come.

He heard the faint echo of screams. Real or remembered?

He got up and went to the window.

The street was empty.

He rested his brow against the cold glass. How was anybody supposed to handle this kind of shit? If Nemeses didn’t kill them, horror and anguish would.

But no.

James took a deep breath.

There wasn’t time to be weak. For normal human frailty.

Maybe he’d never come close to being an Avenger, but he still had to do his best.

What choice did he have?

One thing had become painfully clear: waiting for permission, waiting for overwhelmed officers and bureaucrats to give him permission to kill demons and save lives was a lethal mistake. He understood the need for the chain of command. Without it, clearance zones wouldn’t have happened in the first place.

But the system was being stress tested to the point of collapse, and it could accommodate new entities like himself.

He needed control.

He needed authority.

He needed to be able to do what needed doing in each and every moment.

James dug out his phone from his back pocket and dialed Jessica.

“Hello? James?”

“I’ll do it.”

“Are you all right? Do you need help?”

“I’ll be the Deputy Commissioner of the Department of Ranking Citizens. Tell the mayor. I’m going to sleep now. Kill Nemesis 2 tonight, and tomorrow you and I are going to put this department together.”

“Yes. All right. I’ll get everything ready.”

“Good. Figure out how I can get as much authority and clearance as is humanly possible. No more red tape.”

“Understood.” Her tone had become professional, clear, and efficient once more.

He hung up and dropped the phone on the kitchen counter.

Was this a mistake? Was he a fool for thinking he could use the system instead of being used? Seven years on the streets had taught him one cardinal rule: laws were made to protect the privileged. If you belonged at the top, you could get away with murder. If you looked different, smelt different, were poor, were desperate, then looking at the wrong person the wrong way could get you thrown in jail.

James knew he’d never belong in the NYCEM. But had he changed enough to use the system in return?

Too late. After all, the hour of Nemesis 2 was almost upon them.

James lay down, closed his eyes, and forced himself to relax.

No matter how bad things got, the new Nemeses would find him ready.

He reached down, touched the iron skillet propped against the couch, and let out a deep, weary sigh.

Maybe he’d not been strong enough to make a huge difference at Level 9, but with the right point of view, Nemesis 2 was just an opportunity.

A chance to get strong.

To level up and see what else the character sheet had in store for him.

Because that was the only real solution.

To get strong enough, fast enough, that he could make a difference.

So that he could kill everything that came his way, for however long it took, till every enemy was dead and innocent people were safe.

So thinking, James slid into a deep and dreamless sleep, comforted by the bleakest of vows for revenge.


Chapter 22:

Go Time

James awoke to the sound of someone moving around the kitchen. Blinked, palmed his eyes, then sat up. Jessica had set a bunch of to-go boxes on the counter, some bags on the floor, and was digging out plates and cutlery.

He checked his countdown timer:

2 Hours till Nemesis 2 Released

Dusk was falling. He must have slept almost ten hours.

“Evening,” said Jessica briskly, pausing to drape her blazer over the back of a chair and roll up her sleeves. “I realized you all had probably not thought about dinner. With Nemesis 2 about to happen, I decided to bring something over.”

“Damn.” His voice was a rasp. “Mighty thoughtful of you.”

“It’s my job.” She hesitated, eyeing the kitchenette. “Not a lot of options here. Which is why I brought Delmonico’s.”

“That a… burger joint?”

Jessica looked askance at him over her shoulder. “The fireteam’s coming up. I brought some for them, too. If you want to shower, you’ve about five minutes before the steaks get too cold, and I refuse, on principle, to allow anyone to microwave them. New clothing is in the bags.”

“Shower, right.” James stood. That’s when he caught the smell and his mouth flooded like a bulldog’s. “Oh shit. What is that?”

“Four minutes, thirty seconds,” said Jessica coolly, opening drawers.

“And new clothing?” James walked over and poked inside the bags. They were full of folded-up clean stuff. “Damn. I’m going to double your pay.”

“Ha.”

James strode into Serenity’s room.

She was sitting up in bed, t-shirt drawn down over her knees to her ankles, face illuminated by her new phone. “Morning.”

“Jessica brought steak.”

Serenity didn’t look up. “I knew my feelings for her weren’t platonic.”

James snorted, entered the bathroom, and showered. For the first ten seconds the water ran black with ash. He turned up the temperature to scalding and let the heat scour away the last of the day, the pain, the misery.

Stepped out, toweled off, wrapped the towel around his waist, and went through the new clothing. It was all from the Bass Pro. Long sleeve shirts, canvas pants, socks, underwear, and in the second bag a bulky gray and black ice jacket.

James hadn’t worn anything this nice in almost a decade, and better yet, it was all durable.

“Hey, Serenity!”

“What?”

“Get me a pair of scissors.”

He heard her mutter, get up, and a moment later she pushed open the door to hand him an old kitchen pair. She smirked. “Dang. I was hoping you’d be naked.”

James turned to the small mirror. “Sure you were.”

“You going to trim?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Here, let me. No, seriously, I went to hairdresser school for a month before I changed my mind. Sit on this stool.”

He sat reluctantly, made sure the towel didn’t split open, raised his chin.

Serenity pursed her lips, ran her fingers through his beard a few times, considered.

James closed his eyes as she began to snip. It felt nice, being touched. Had been far, far too long. Her fingers were efficient, but still he drank in the touch. Snip snip. She mussed his beard, cut more. Tilted his head, cut. Tilted it the other way, cut.

Brushed his jawline, stepped back, considered.

“Done?”

She frowned, leaned in, snipped off a little more, then pulled the mirror off the wall. “I’m a fucking artist. And with a pair of kitchen scissors, no less.”

James considered his reflection. His beard had gone from almost a foot long to just a few inches. The hair still grew up his cheeks, but it looked halfway decent. “Nice job.”

“Nice job?” She threw up her hands and stormed out. “I’m going to go eat your steak.”

James chuckled, hung up the mirror, pulled his hair back into a ponytail and found a hair band with which to tie it off. Pulled on an Arctic blue long sleeved shirt, gray canvas pants, new socks with working elastics.

Voices came from the living room. The fireteam. Suddenly James felt a pang of nervousness. An irrational desire to pull on shitty clothing came over him. He ran his hands down the new fabric, felt a fool. Would they laugh at him when he came out? Worse, would they smile and then look away in amusement?

“Get over yourself,” he grumbled. “You’re a grown man, for Christ’s sake.”

He slid his phone in his new back pocket and emerged.

The fireteam was clustered around the counter. The boxes were open, and people were putting steaks on plates, mashed potatoes, grilled vegetables, skinny fries. The smell was insane, and the steaks were huge and over an inch thick.

“I’ve died,” said Delvecchio through a mouthful. “God damn. It’s all downhill from here.”

Mancini looked around, saw James, and then grinned. “Looking sharp.”

Serenity and Jessica both considered him. James flushed and moved up to grab a plate brusquely.

“He cleans up nice, doesn’t he?” said Serenity in a teasing tone. “So long, sexy lumberhomelessjack. We barely knew ya.”

“Just a shower,” he grumbled, putting a steak on his plate. “And thanks, Jessica.”

She was leaning back, one arm crossed over her chest, cup of water held up in the other hand. “You’re welcome.”

She sounded very quietly pleased with herself.

James was impressed. She’d brought ten boxes for six starving people. It was just barely enough. He filled his plate and stepped back, chewing on a mouthful of fries.

Huffman caught his eye. She was quiet, at the back of the group, her eyes swollen from crying. She ate mechanically, her brow furrowed.

Nobody else mentioned it, so James left well alone.

For a few minutes there was nothing but the sound of enthusiastic chewing and the occasional moan from Delvecchio.

“My family owns an ironic deli,” he said between mouthfuls. “Upstate. It’s doing great, I mean, the family politics is a nightmare, makes Game of Thrones look PG-13, but the food.”

“An ironic deli?” asked Serenity. “I love it already.”

“Yeah, my uncle’s idea.” Delvecchio popped a Brussel sprout into his mouth. “He studied old fifties photos of New York delis, and then copied the style, but went a step too far on purpose. We’ve even got a barber pole. But the Reuben. I thought I’d work there when I graduated from high school, but shit didn’t work out.”

“What happened?” asked Mancini, who ate much like a hawk, fierce, quick chewing and then careful selection of his next bite.

Delvecchio gave a rueful laugh. “Fuck, if I tell you I’ll never hear the end of it.”

“Wait,” said Serenity. “Game of Thrones? Did you sleep with your sister?”

Delvecchio scowled and threw a Brussel sprout at her, which she plucked from the air and popped in her mouth. “No! What do you think I am?” He hesitated. “My cousin.”

“Oh shit!” Serenity grinned. “Your cousin! First cousin?”

Delvecchio sighed. “It almost tore our family apart. My uncle got in a fist fight with my dad, who’d then tried to buy him out of the business.”

“That’s next level,” said Singh quietly. “No wonder you chose to join the army.”

“You’d understand if you met her,” said Delvecchio sadly. “We met for the first time when we were both sixteen. My uncle moved to our town to start the deli.”

“Fucked up!” said Serenity, delighted.

“Yeah,” said Delvecchio, then smiled and shook his head. “It really was. But those were the best two months of my life.”

James snorted, chewed on the insanely good steak. “What about you, sergeant? Where you from?”

“Cleveland.” Mancini nodded as he chewed, as if agreeing with himself. “Family was all doctors. They were horrified when I signed up. But I’m a patriot. Felt like I had responsibilities.” He said it as a simple fact. “Before I knew it, I was in Kabul. Was there right till the withdrawal. What a shitshow.”

Nods from Delvecchio and Singh.

James looked to Singh, who was the only one not wolfing down his food.

“My family resides in Indianapolis. Everybody came over from India in the seventies. Uncles, aunts, grandparents, my parents. They did very well.” His smile was mirthless. “My decision to join was not understood either. I am definitely the black sheep of the family.”

“So, why’d you join?” asked Serenity.

“I didn’t find Indianapolis very exciting, and my family’s expectations were… constricting.” He shrugged. “Also, I am a wild and reckless man.”

“Right,” snorted Delvecchio.

“Excuse me,” said Huffman. She put her plate down and left the apartment. They heard her descend the stairs and then the slam of the front door.

The fireteam exchanged glances.

“She hasn’t heard from her parents,” said Mancini quietly. “She got hold of a neighbor who said they heard screams and gunfire from her family house, but the neighbor’s not answering the phone now, either.”

“Shit,” said James quietly.

Delvecchio lowered his plate. “Maybe we shouldn’t have talked about families.”

“No.” Mancini was quietly certain. “Huffman would have hated our avoiding the topic on her account. I’m going to go speak with her. Delvecchio, you touch my steak I’ll drop you.”

The sergeant left.

They ate in silence until Jessica spoke up.

“Quick update. City Hall is a mess. Several key people died today despite preparations, and that’s only heightened the strain on our ability to handle this crisis. Basic services are temporarily suspended, so we can expect to see trash overflow and the post office is closed.”

“Who cares about the fucking post office?” asked Serenity.

Jessica shrugged. “It’s a pillar of civil society and does a lot more than just deliver letters and packages. Most streets have become impassable due to abandoned vehicles, and that’s limiting our ability to manage the crisis. Power and water are being safeguarded as a top priority, so we shouldn’t see any disruptions there. The mayor has tapped the emergency food stockpile, and that should start distributing meals to food pantries across the city tomorrow.”

“How much food they got?” asked Delvecchio.

“Eighteen million shelf-stable meals. But the warehouse is in Jersey, so there are some logistics issues. They’re working on it.” She picked up her tablet, hesitated, then set it down. Taking off her glasses, she rubbed her eyes. “To be honest, it’s hard to know what’s happening due to so much communication breakdown. Government is in freefall, and while the mayor is still a presence, there’s only so much he can do. The NYPD and the fire department have been going all out for four days now, and the sheer number of casualties is overwhelming. Mass-grave burials have risen a hundred-fold on Hart Island. They’re using trash barges to bring the bodies in. It’s a scene right out of a Doré print over there.”

“Doré?” asked Singh.

“Gustave Doré? Never mind.” Jessica put her glasses back on. “What I’m trying to convey is that our systems are being overwhelmed and a sense of panic is spreading through all my professional networks. I think the greatest challenge moving forward will be to simply keep people at their stations. Toward that end, we need to give them something to hope for.”

Serenity set her plate down in disgust. “Then we’re fucked.”

“I’m not so sure.” Jessica turned to James. “While interdepartmental communication is collapsing, the internet and social media is still going strong. It’s my belief that there’s a crucial window of opportunity for someone to make a statement and rally hearts and minds.”

“Hearts and minds,” said Delvecchio. “Lady, you sound like a general.”

“You’re talking about me,” said James quietly.

“I am.” Jessica’s intensity was fierce. “You’ve featured in two TikTok videos and both have over two hundred million views. Paradoxically, the rarity of your postings has elevated you to a mythical status. People speculate about who you are and sightings in the city are immediately celebrated. You’ve agreed to head the new department. Tonight isn’t just about defeating Nemesis 2. It’s an absolutely vital PR opportunity.”

“Oh, give me a break,” said Serenity. “We’re going to be fighting for our lives, honey. Not doing make-up before walking on stage.”

“That’s actually wrong.” Jessica’s certainty was breath taking. “You’re fighting for the soul of this city. The mayor’s posts are endlessly attacked. All our official outreach channels are seeing dropping rates of engagement as faith in government and its ability to handle the crisis plummets. What is needed is an outside agent who can demonstrate new powers, miraculous powers, and give people something to rally around. And I’m not talking just about the people on the street. I’m talking the deputies, the assistants, the office managers, the accountants and clerks and everyone who keep the lights on.”

James straightened. “That’s why you came here tonight with steak and new clothing.”

“Partly.” Jessica raised her chin. “I genuinely wanted to make sure you were all fed and ready for tonight. But I won’t deny my hopes for more. James, for whatever reason, you’re positioned as our best bet in holding back the panic that’s about to sweep this city. If it hits, there will be no turning it back. People will flood across the bridges and tunnels, and it will be a massive humanitarian disaster. We need to keep the city calm. You can do that. Tonight.”

James wanted to protest. He crossed his arms over his chest, then looked down at his new gear. “You’re good.”

Singh was studying Jessica. “What are you thinking?”

“Fight Nemesis 2. Obviously that’s your first priority. But as soon as it’s dead, somebody has to start filming. James, you need to show that Nemesis 2 can be defeated, that you’re still alive, and tell them you’re starting a new department of super powered individuals to turn back the tide. Ask people to contact you directly on your TikTok channel—”

“I don’t have one.”

“You do. I registered one for you.”

“You don’t have access to my email.”

“I made you a new one. Gmail. Look, the point is you should ask people who have achieved at least Level 5 to reach out. They can either comment on your video or click on the link in your bio that takes them to a Google Form. The first step lies in collecting contact info. Tomorrow we can decide on next steps.”

“Damn, girl.” Serenity looked her up and down. “How are you just an executive assistant and not running this city?”

Jessica met her gaze calmly. “I had a ten-year plan. It’s been interrupted.”

“No shit,” said Delvecchio. “I dig this. We can pose it just right, James with his foot on the demon’s head, looking all badass with Smite activated. Love it.”

“James?” Jessica raised an eyebrow. “Your thoughts?”

“Well done,” he said at last. “How could I say no after that sales pitch? But you lied before.”

She frowned. “Excuse me?”

“You said there were dozens of assistants as good as you are at the NYCEM. I sincerely doubt it.”

“Oh.” She flushed, but only a little. “Thank you for the compliment. I’ve texted you your TikTok login information, as well as your logins for Twitter, Facebook, and Reddit, where I’ve had you join key subreddits. But don’t worry about that. I’ll be monitoring your TikTok, and once your video is live, I’ll populate the other networks with links and manage your comments. Hopefully by this time tomorrow we’ll have a robust list of contacts to work with and see a rise in morale.”

“How much you paying her?” asked Serenity in mock outrage. “Because I’m not getting paid shit.”

“Actually,” said Jessica, “I was going to address that tomorrow. One of my suggestions is the creation of a stipend for every new department member—”

“OK, seriously, enough,” said Serenity. “You’re starting to weird me out. Nobody should be this efficient.”

Jessica smiled tightly. “Fine. We can discuss the details tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow,” agreed James. He pulled up his countdown timer:

1 Hour till Nemesis 2 Released

“It’s go time,” he said. “You guys ready to head to the warehouse?”

“I’ll check on the sarge,” said Delvecchio, grabbing a bread roll and heading out the door.

“I’ll see you downstairs,” said Singh. “Thank you, Ms. Miles. This meal was very considerate.”

“You’re welcome,” said Jessica.

James waited for Singh to leave, then looked at Jessica. “I want to thank you, too. If this whole thing works, it’ll be because of your foresight and hard work.”

“Not at all. You’re the one making this possible. I’m just taking advantage of the opportunity you’ve created.”

“No.” James let the word hang in the air. “You’re doing a fantastic job under impossible circumstances. I won’t ask how you got steak and clean clothing with everything going on, but it’s obvious you’re an incredibly intelligent and capable person. I’m really grateful the mayor decided to assign you to help us out. We couldn’t do this without you.”

Jessica opened her mouth to deflect, then ducked her chin so that strands of blonde hair fell before her face. She took a moment, then met his gaze and gave a sharp nod. “Thank you for that. Good luck tonight.”

“What about me?” demanded Serenity. “What am I, chopped liver? Where’s my good luck wishes?”

Jessica laughed breathlessly, releasing some of her pent-up emotion, and raked her hair back. “It was meant to include both of you.”

“Good,” said Serenity with mock indignity. “That’s better.”

“Time to go.” James fetched his skillet from where it lay propped against the couch. “We’ve demons to kill.”

“Finally,” said Serenity, moving back into her bedroom to collect her guns.

“I’ll be watching for that video,” said Jessica. “Make it good.”

“I’ll do my best,” said James heavily. He paused at the front door, grimaced, then smiled brokenly at her. “I’ll do my best.”


Chapter 23:

Nemesis 2

They rolled out in the hummer, four in the back, Mancini and Singh up front. The roads weren’t always passable, but Singh didn’t let that stop him. They’d bounce right up onto the sidewalk, bust through trashcans, scrape past vehicles, force a path.

Huffman stared out over the tailgate with bleak eyes, her mouth a thin line, her gun held tight. James knew to respect another’s grief. He skipped the small talk.

Delvecchio kept adjusting his shit. Checking the ammo pockets in his vest, tapping his radio, a little dance of his fingers over his night vision goggles folded up on the front of his helmet, touching each piece of gear that seemed to soothe him.

Everybody had their rituals.

Serenity rocked and swayed beside him, face blank as she stared out at nothing, Sigs out and resting on her lap, fully loaded, an army vest on, more mags in the front pockets.

“Where’d you get that?” James asked.

“Hmm?” She glanced down at the green vest. “Victoria’s Secret.”

“Pretty hot,” said James, deadpan.

She eyed him. “It is when it’s all I wear.”

They rolled on. The city had grown quiet. A fevered anticipation hung in the air. Everybody knew the First Wave of Nemesis 2 was about to hit. Folks were hunkering. Sirens weren’t quite as ubiquitous anymore. Maybe they’d burned out from overuse. Occasionally they passed a patrol out on foot, either soldiers or citizens, armed and looking to level, to bring a little rough justice to the streets, to redress the balance as best they could.

Occasionally the patrols gazed into the back of the hummer as they drove by and saluted.

James gave them a two-finger salute back, and each time wished them well.

Night had truly fallen by the time they’d reached their old kill zone warehouse. They drove through the open gates, Singh diplomatically opting to not use the hole where he’d busted out last time. They leaped out once he parked in the back again, and James looked around.

Hints of black ash, blubbery piles of black goo where gremlins were rapidly decomposing.

“Huh,” said Delvecchio. “I thought the bodies would stink more.”

He was right. They gave off a metallic scent, like overheated frying pans, acrid and bitter, but it was slight.

“Thank god for small mercies,” said Mancini. “Let’s clear the warehouse.”

James and Serenity let the fireteam do their thing. They ran to the rear exit, Huffman arced around the open door, rifle raised, and when she gained the far side, she simply said, “Clear.”

Mancini entered and crossed out of sight to cover the dead zones, and then a moment later the rest of the team entered.

“All clear,” Delvecchio called.

The warehouse lights were still on, stark and harsh white. The huge floor was covered in ash and gremlin corpses. As outside, most had already collapsed on themselves, devolving into rubbery shit encased in brittle scales. Not slick, weirdly enough, but more tarry, like a mixture between stepping on chicken bones and melting blacktop.

“Let’s clear the far side, wrap around, and then set up,” said Mancini, leading the way with his rifle raised.

The fireteam did as commanded, efficiently, quickly, with practiced ease. It was too easy to imagine them clearing homes in Afghanistan, working their way through buildings, learning to operate as a team.

James and Serenity moved to a spot along the left wall, perhaps twenty yards north of the exit out the back. With no way to know on which side the Nemesis 2s would appear, it was best to have a wall behind them and the exit close but not so close a demon could burst through it and surprise them.

“Finally,” she breathed. “Want to make a bet on what it’ll look like?”

“Sure,” said James. “What do you think?”

“I’m thinking the mean uncle to Nemesis 1.” Serenity turned slowly; eyes narrowed. “Eight feet tall, scaled, with arms like a gorilla.”

“Nice. I’m thinking something completely different. Maybe…” James tried to imagine. “Maybe some kind of dog. Like the demon dogs from Ghostbusters.”

“Very nice.” Serenity nodded approvingly. “Good visuals, too. Fast, powerful bite. Those would fuck shit up.”

“Let’s hope I’m wrong, then.”

The fireteam returned. Singh was carrying a black case and moved to the walls of the warehouse where he started affixing wireless cameras at head height.

Mancini walked up, tense but calm. “All right. Let’s review one last time. We’re assuming we’ll all be able to see the Nemesis 2, but it’s possible only you two will as members of the First Wave. Soon as they appear, call out whether you see it or not. We’ll immediately know if we four are going to help. If we can’t see them, we’ll cluster around Singh to benefit from his expanded aura and react as best we can.”

Nods all around.

“Assuming we can see it, we’ll stay clustered together and try to drop them from a distance. Singh, James, and Serenity let’s keep your auras as overlapped as possible for maximum efficiency. Consensus is that Nemesis 2 will have higher immunity to auras, but there’s a chance three combined will still knock them out.”

More nods.

“Delvecchio, you’re our heavy hitter. Smite up and put the first one down with your SAW. The four of us will focus fire on the second Nemesis. James, hold back and see if we can’t handle them with that alone. If one of them manages to close, step in and skillet the fuck out of them.”

“Roger,” said James.

“Stay calm, be mindful of each other’s field of fire, and let’s show them who these fuckers are messing with.” Mancini made eye contact with Delvecchio, Huffman, and then Singh as the grenadier walked up.

“Can’t wait,” said Serenity.

“If I give the command to evacuate, we move along the wall toward the rear exit,” Mancini said pointedly. “Best if we keep our rear covered. If that’s not possible, just do your best to get out.”

Grim nods.

“We got this.” Mancini looked about the group once more. “We ready?”

“Ready,” said Huffman, her voice steely-cold.

“Born ready,” said Delvecchio, lifting his SAW.

Singh nodded curtly. “Yes sir.”

Serenity clinked a Sig against James’s skillet. “Mazel tov.”

James frowned. “I don’t think that means what you… never mind.”

They faced out, guns raised. James had his countdown before him. Ever since passing the one-hour threshold, it had started counting down the minutes.

5 Minutes till Nemesis 2 Released

“Longest five minutes of my life,” muttered Delvecchio. “Anybody bring some bread rolls?”

Huffman didn’t even glance at him. “Shut up, Del.”

“Is that a no?”

“It’s a shut the fuck up.”

“That still doesn’t answer my question.”

“Easy,” said Mancini. “Stay focused.”

The minutes ticked down. Guidance had been issued by central command to Mancini to not wait till the last minute to prepare. Nobody knew how honest the countdown timer was, and it’d be appropriately demonic for the Nemesis 2 to appear a few minutes early while everyone was setting up.

James stood stock still, skillet on his shoulder. Two minutes to go. The food sat heavily in his gut, but he knew he’d be faint without it. He rippled his fingers on the iron handle.

One minute.

The lights began to dim.

“Wait, what?” Delvecchio’s cry was raw with alarm. “Hell no! That ain’t fair!”

James lowered his skillet. The fluorescent bulbs that ran the length of the warehouse weren’t dimming equally; further down, perhaps twenty yards away, they radiated normally.

“Fluorescent lights work that way?” asked Serenity nervously. “Or this some supernatural shit?”

Singh exhaled audibly, forcing himself to relax. “Supernatural shit.”

It was just a twenty-yard radius that covered the end of the warehouse in which they stood. The rest blazed at full glare.

But it didn’t go completely dark. Just a dusk-like gloom.

Enough to still see and shoot in.

A knot of shadow formed some fifteen yards before them. Began to interweave, coalescing into a shape.

Nobody gave it time.

Delvecchio opened fire with his SAW on full auto, its length wreathed in gray fire, while Mancini, Singh, and Huffman let loose with their M4s. The sound was deafening, their muzzle flash strangely dim in the gloom but for Delvecchio’s which burned as bright as ever.

James stared intently, trying to make out what they were pouring hundreds of rounds into.

It took up the same space as a car, insectile, with a centaur-like thorax rising straight up at the front. Praying mantis-styled front pincers were large enough to clasp a grown man, and its entire body was jet black and gleamed as if it had just been dipped in a vat of crude oil. Faint crimson markings were barely visible across its abdomen and arms, and its four legs were improbably slender, the knee joints articulated higher than the abdomen itself.

But what riveted James’s attention was its face.

A human face.

Or close.

Porcelain white, expression fixed—a mask, he realized—the eyes black holes, the features strong, striking, the broad mouth pulled into the faintest of smirks, the brows furrowed, cracks radiating from the eyeholes up its brow and down over its cheeks.

A dominating, cruel visage. The face of a rogue tyrant, a sadist, a torturer.

No hair, the expression immobile, twin antennae rising from just under the temples of the mask.

One moment it was a coalescing knot of shadow, rounds blasting right through it, the next it was there in its massive insectile horror.

The SAW tore it apart.

The rounds were lit with gray flame, and sprayed across the Nemesis’s chest, shattering its pincer arms, ripping its frail chest plate asunder, then crossed back, and then rose up to hammer at its head.

The demon reared back, eyeholes dark pits, its sneer not changing, and then it collapsed onto its side.

The SAW ran out of ammo. Delvecchio drew back a bolt, flipped open the top, cleared something out of the inside, tore away the drum, slammed another on, grabbed the tab, pulled a belt of bullets out, draped it over and closed the top.

But the Nemesis 2 wasn’t moving.

James remembered to breathe.

Then he remembered there were supposed to be two of them.

Serenity screamed, started firing her Sigs of to their hard right.

The second Nemesis 2 had coalesced fifteen yards along the wall, identical to the first, its mask utterly malefic, its chitinous body gleaming, its legs flexing as it crouched.

Serenity’s Smite-enhanced shots punched deep into its chest, bambambambam-

The Nemesis 2 leaped.

Same leaping speed as the gremlin, its spindly legs propelling it forward with less of an arc so that it came at them like a hurled spear, a hellish cannon shot. Huffman, next to James, swung her M4 around and opened fire.

But her M4’s ammo didn’t seem to do much, and though Serenity’s shots tore deep the Nemesis 2 was coming in too fast, its pincers opened wide to reveal scythe-like blades on both insides.

This was his moment.

James shouted and lunged forward, activating Smite as he went. His skillet burst into gray flame, and then his whole body incandesced as the Nemesis 2 entered his Rank 5 aura.

It didn’t ash.

James had known it wouldn’t, but he still felt a shock. Instead, its black body began to turn gray, its chitin warping, but James had only a second to appreciate this before he swung his skillet, aiming for both limbs as they came at him in the hopes of smacking them aside.

He had the explosive strength, but not the hand-to-eye coordination; he batted one limb aside, shattered it, but the second closed around his waist, slicing deep into his gut.

Someone was shouting. The Nemesis 2 tried to lift him up, but its withered limb shattered, releasing James, who, pumped to the gills with adrenaline, lunged forward and slammed his skillet into the creature’s head.

The aura washed over the demon completely, his Smite-enhanced skillet shattered the mask, and the fight went out of the demon. It sagged, legs splaying out wide, its abdomen sinking to the ground as its outer surface ashed.
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James staggered back, blood pouring down his legs. The wound was terrible and he felt the strength go out of his legs. He sank, a voice clinically listing everything that was wrong with him.

Its verdict was clear.

It was a mortal wound.

Serenity was shouting, several guns were still unloading into the demon, but James ignored it all.

“All right,” he whispered, heat flooding up his throat, his mouth filling with the taste of copper. “It’s fine. It’s fine.”

He summoned his stats. Looked at his Aeviternum and triggered one.

It was like stepping out of a sandstorm of red-hot iron fillings into a Hawaiian waterfall. Cool, soothing energy flooded his body, washed away the pain, the deep sucking sense of wrongness that was consuming him like a black hole shoved into his gut. His blood ceased pumping out over his hands, he felt a distant prickling as flesh and organs reknit themselves, then his skin sealed over, and it was done.

He was completely healed.

It had taken less than a second.

The others all went silent. Even the guns ceased barking.

“Holy shit. Holy shit. Holy shit,” Serenity whispered like it was some kind of mantra. “James?” Her eyes were wide as fucking saucers. “James. You’re all right.” She laughed, her voice tinged with hysteria, and raked her hair out of her face, smearing some of his blood across her brow. “Aeviternum?”

“Aevi-fucking-ternum,” he agreed with a rueful grin. “Sorry about the scare. I think it’s time I retired the skillet.”

“Woo!” Delvecchio raised his SAW. “Level! Better than sex, bay-bee! Get some!”

Mancini crouched down beside James, his expression furious. “I’m sorry. This is on me. Amateur mistake. We should have had eyes on our flanks. You’re all right?”

James climbed to his feet. “Better than all right. I feel like I just returned from a spa.”

Only then did he turn to consider the Nemesis 2s. They both lay still, splayed out, bodies shattered by the high-velocity rounds and blunt force trauma to the head.

The expressions on their masks, where they were still visible, remained the same.

Dark, amused, cruel, masterful.

Delvecchio’s grin slowly died.

“Shit,” said Huffman, staring at the demons. “We are all so fucked.”


Chapter 24:

Order from Chaos

Nemesis 2 Defeated

You are #178 to survive Global First Wave Nemesis 2 Incursion
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86 Days till Pits Open

James stared at the text that had replaced his level-up info. Serenity no doubt was doing the same.

“What is it?” asked Mancini.

“An update. Whoever’s in charge doesn’t want us to lose track. Sixteen days till Nemesis 3.”

“That’s something, at any rate,” said Delvecchio. “Right?”

Mancini turned to his grenadier. “Singh, the feed get through?”

Singh jogged over to the cameras he’d installed. “It’s still live. CentCom’s received everything.”

“Good,” said Mancini. “Time to head back. I’ve a feeling our night’s just starting.”

“One sec.” James tossed his phone underhand to Serenity. “Record me?”

She bit her lower lip, tapped a bunch of stuff on his screen, then looked over the top of the phone at him. “Count of 3?”

James took a deep breath, squared his shoulders, and stared at the little black lenses on the back of the camera as Serenity counted down.

“This is James Kelly. I recorded two videos before offering some advice. The hashtag that picked me up was lumberhomelessjack. I’ve started my own channel to better get information out. We’ve just killed the first Nemeses 2.” He gestured, and Serenity panned down to the corpses. “Early observations are as follows: they’re much more vulnerable to Smite-enhanced weapons and bullets than regular bullets. They’re fast, and they like to leap. My Lead Aura 5 burned them but didn’t come close to stopping them like it would a gremlin—I mean a Nemesis 1.”

Serenity panned back up. James felt a moment’s panic—how the fuck was he supposed to put a positive spin on this?

Ah, fuck. He’d just say what was on his mind.

“I’ll level with you all. Things don’t look good. It took a prepared US Army fireteam and my friend and I to take these two down, and I still had to spend an Aeviternum point to heal.” Did most people even know what those were and did? “You can buy those once you hit Level 5. They can maximize your attacks or heal you back from the brink of death.”

He paused, realizing he could have empowered his own skillet swing. Too late now.

“But while things don’t look good, I’m still going to fight. I’m in Brooklyn right now and was at Grand Army Plaza last night trying to help with the Fourth Wave. We’ve got almost no time to prepare, which means every minute is crucial. The mayor of NYC has asked me to head up a group of high-level citizens, folks Level 5 and above. I agreed, because—fuck. What else am I going to do? Our one advantage over these things thus far is our intelligence. We need to adapt and work together to fight these things off. Which means bringing the highest-ranked together and finding ways to make the maximum difference in this war.”

James paused. Refused to second guess himself, to doubt his words.

“If you’re Level 5 and higher and in the NYC area, or can get here, reach out. There’s a contact link in this TikTok bio, or you can leave a comment, email me, whatever. Get in touch. Nemesis 2 is going to tear us a new one if we don’t come together. We’ve got 24 hours before the Second Wave. Let’s show them what we humans can do.”

Serenity lowered the phone, tapped at it, then tossed it back. “Good job. It’s uploading. I hope Jessica’s ready.”

James shoved the phone in his pocket. “We’ve got a lot to do. Mancini, we’re going to need to change our clearance system. I’ve got ideas. Can you get me in touch with Hackworth?”

“Yes sir,” said Mancini.

“I’m also going to need a new weapon. This skillet was good while it lasted, but now I’m thinking I’m going to need a spear. Something that the Nemeses 2 can impale themselves on. Also, we’re going to need to review the footage Singh caught. Was it detailed enough that we can slow it down, zoom in?”

Singh nodded curtly.

“Good. We need to get a sense of how much damage non-Smite bullets were doing. That’ll make or break any plan we put forward.”

“Look at you,” said Serenity, eyes gleaming. “You’re all grown up.”

He scowled at her. “I’ve gotta call Jessica.” He dialed her number, turned away.

She picked up on the first ring. “Good. You’re alive. Video is already getting traction. Responses are coming in.”

“We’re not waiting till tomorrow. Can you get the mayor and whomever else you think is important to a meeting? I’m going to talk to Major Hackworth and get him to bring the right military folks. We have to get started on our plans now.”

“I’ll try. Are you going to the NYCEM building?”

“Yeah. No sense in waiting. Can you get there?”

“I can get there. I’ve got updates of my own to share and will make calls on the way.”

“Singh,” said James, turning back round. “Can you get us to the NYCEM building?”

Singh looked to Mancini who was on his radio but who nodded.

“Yes sir,” said Singh.

“Good. Let’s get moving.”

“What are you thinking?” asked Serenity as they left the warehouse and its two dead demons.

“That if we don’t act now, we might as well not act at all. We’re not going to wait like we did for the Fourth Wave. We need to get the right people in the same place and come up with a strategy we can implement immediately and then scale up each day. The Monitor said we’d last five months, but honestly? These Nemesis 2s scare the fuck out of me. We either get ready now, or we won’t last till the end of the week.”

They drove south and then cut toward downtown. Jessica texted updates. The mayor was willing to meet. Hackworth confirmed that he’d be there, and would have the colonel who was in charge of Fort Hamilton as well as some other key players video call in.

The Aeviternum point had totally invigorated him. Combined with the enhanced Strength and Power, he felt like a professional athlete who’d just chugged a black coffee after a fantastic night’s sleep. Ideas spun through his brain.

“You’re not looking nearly as terrified as you should be,” said Huffman from across the Humvee.

“That’s because we’re alive,” James said with absolute certainty. “And while we’re living, we’ve got hope. Imagine how fucked we’d be if this had happened two hundred years ago. But this is the twenty-first century. We’ve got missiles, drones, and who knows how much other secret tech that the military hasn’t shown us. We can turn this around.”

Huffman made a noncommittal face and looked out over the tailgate.

The sight of his first Nemesis 2 in the wild shook James, however. It clung to the face of a brick building, two stories up, still as a praying mantis, only its white masked face turning to track them as they drove away. Then it scampered up the wall and was gone.

Freaky shit.

The NYCEM was as active as ever, but the mood was different. There were few reporters, and the people who stood outside looked more lost, adrift, alone even in a crowd. Quite a few of them were chewing on chunks of yellow bread.

James and the others climbed out of the hummer, but nobody recognized him without his fur coat and beard.

That was fine. Better to start fresh with a more serious look.

Jessica stood inside the lobby, a sheen of perspiration over her brow, her blazer folded over one arm.

“You all right?” asked James once they passed through security.

“Fine. Cycled here. Uber’s having… difficulties.”

“Where’d you get a bike?” demanded Serenity.

“I stole it,” Jessica said coolly. “I’ve a bunch of updates. Walk and talk?”

James smiled, recalling their first meeting. “Lead the way.”

“Kelly,” called Mancini. “We’re going to wait here for Major Hackworth. We’ll see you upstairs.

James nodded and followed Jessica to the elevator.

“First and most importantly, I’ve received a notification window. It happened just as the Nemesis 2s appeared.”

James stared at her. “You skipped the first round?”

“No.” Jessica took a moment to compose herself. “Very different. It seems I’m not to be a combatant. I’ve copied out what I saw. Easier if you just read it.”

She handed him a paper.

Serenity pressed in close to read over his shoulder.

Initial Nemesis wave complete.

Personal Statistics Unlocked
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86 Days till Pits Open

“Fabricator?” asked James.

The elevator doors opened.

“I believe it’s a support class. My sheet is very different from yours. Much simpler. Here.”

She took the paper and turned it around, revealing more of her precise writing:

Name: Jessica Miles

Class: Fabricator

Rank: Apprentice 1

Specialization: None

Aspect: None

Gifts: Create Manna

Aeviternum Points: 1

Will: 6

Creativity: 5

Discipline: 6

Inspiration: 4

Unspent Points: 5

Again James looked up. “Create Manna?”

“I’ve conferred with everyone I know who wasn’t served an acknowledgment window.” Jessica stared straight ahead at the reflective steel elevators doors. They dinged and opened. “Everybody has started with the same gift. It runs off Will. With it I can create, well, here, I’ll show you.”

They stepped out into a busy landing, complete with copy machines to one side, more of those glass walled cubicles, phones ringing, the most urban and normal setting ever, yet somehow Jessica was able to raise her palm and in its pale center a mote of gold did glow, and expand into a sphere of soft radiance that then hardened into a large, pale gold loaf.

Wordlessly, Jessica handed it to him.

It was warm, and if fresh out the oven. Unsure, James tore a chunk off, then hesitated.

“Oh, give it here,” snapped Serenity, took the chunk, and popped into her mouth. For a second she chewed energetically, then she slowed and gave a low moan of appreciation.

“Oh shit. That’sh good. Like cheesh bread. With a little butter.” She chewed faster, swallowed, then tore off another chunk.

“So it would seem half the world has become divine bakers,” said Jessica wryly as she resumed walking. “Which is good news? Depending on this loaf’s nutritional profile.”

“How many of these can you make?” asked James, lifting a chunk to sniff at. It smelled faintly of cheese, a light, delicate aroma.

“I’m not sure. That’s my fourth since we last spoke. I can feel a waning in my ability to make them, however; it’s tied to my Will, so perhaps it’s capped by the strength of the stat.”

James took a bite. It was good. Chewy and warm, with a rich cheesy taste, doughy as if made not from wheat but something slightly rubberier. Substantial, too; he could tell just by that first bite that a loaf would hold him for a good while.

“So good,” said Serenity tearing off a third of the loaf. “Fuck the calories, this is all mine.”

“Do divine loaves even have calories?” asked James. “That seems against the whole divine gift thing.”

“The repercussions of this development are a little beyond my ability to game out,” said Jessica, leading them down another hallway, “but I’m willing to wager this is our first stroke of good luck since this whole shitstorm began.”

“No kidding. Especially if you look past Create Manna. You’ve got Specializations and Aspect listed here, too.”

“Ooh, specialize in sushi,” said Serenity. “Please? I’ll be your best friend.”

“I don’t think that’s what it means,” said Jessica wryly. “Notice the Class title. The dictionary definition—assuming this power is being precise—is ‘a person who makes things by art or skill or labor.’ Thus I don’t think the Class should be understood as Cook, or Nutritionist, or what have you. Fabricator indicates the potential to craft or create any variety of objects. What, though, remains to be seen.”

James studied the paper again. “Will, creativity, discipline, inspiration. Those all sound relevant to creator types. This could be a really big deal.”

“Yes. Now, onto the next item.” They’d stopped a ways down from what was clearly the entrance to the huge board room. A crowd was gathered there as before, but Jessica didn’t yet want to engage them. “I’ve heard from friends that the mayor has suffered a sharp decline in his mental health. He was always a little… precarious, but what used to be waved off as eccentricities or lapses in judgment are now really becoming a problem.”

“I just saw the guy like a day ago. Was it a day ago? Two days ago.”

“A lot has happened since then. Nobody even knows what the death toll is, but he is receiving universal blame for the nature of the response.” Jessica took a sharp breath. “The reason I’m sharing this is because he’s now both heavily medicated and erratic. You’ll need to treat him carefully when you go into the meeting.”

James thought of all the petty bureaucrats and cops who’d made his life hell over the past seven years, and how he’d had to learn the exact right blend of respect, conciliation, and when to just shut the hell up.

“Got it,” he said.

“I’ve heard he’s going to enforce a curfew and has mentioned to several people he might leave the city altogether to run things from his estate in the Hamptons.”

“Not a good look,” said Serenity. “Unless he’s willing to take us along?”

“Not a good look,” agreed Jessica.

“Who’d replace him if he stepped down?” asked James.

“The New York City Public Advocate, a Mr. Joshua Green. He’s an elected official who serves as a direct link between the electorate and the city government, but nobody’s been able to locate him in over twenty-four hours.”

“Not a good look,” said James dourly.

“So. My advice is to give the mayor an out. He’ll get… anxious… if you involve him too much. Make a case, ask that your office as Deputy Commissioner of the DRC—”

“Democratic Republic of the Congo?” asked Serenity.

“Department of Ranking Citizens,” said Jessica. “Ask for your office to be invested with the powers to handle this situation, and then adjourn the meeting so as to continue it with the right people. Think of this next meeting as just a preliminary hoop to jump through in order to get to the decision-making part.”

A group of military men rounded the corner led by Major Hackworth, who strode up to shake James’s hand. Somehow the major still looked polished and roguishly handsome. James had no idea how he did it.

“James Kelly. The man of the hour. Sergeant Mancini speaks very highly of you and has confirmed my estimation. I’m glad to hear that you’ll be accepting an official role in the DRC and look forward to working closely with you to resolve this Nemesis 2 situation.”

“Major.” It still felt surreal to be talking to these people as some sort of equal. “Thank you. I’ve got some definite ideas, the first and most important being that we have to move fast.”

“Something we’re all too well aware of. Anything I should know before we go inside?”

“I’m gonna ask for authority to work with the army in setting up more efficient clearance zones. That and I had an idea: busing. I googled how many school buses are in the five boroughs on the way here: ninety-five hundred. That’s a carrying capacity of over eight hundred thousand. My thought is we create new zones out of Port Authority and Penn Station where people board, hit the interstate, then when their Nemeses trigger they’ll appear on the shoulder of the 95. The bus keeps barreling along at seventy miles per hour, and returns to the city, leaving the demon somewhere south of East Brunswick.”

“Interesting. Especially for the fourth wave. I see some immediate problems, but I like the thought. Anything else?”

“I’m going to focus on clearance zones for now, but we also need to get a handle on what these new demons are gonna do with their spare time. Go to ground? Wait to wander the streets by night? Actively hunt? I was thinking you’d be the best means of figuring that out. Maybe some Killer Eggs with special forces guys looking down at the city with night goggles and that heat sensor stuff from Predator.”

“Infrared, yes. I agree, and it’s clear we have much to discuss and little time. Shall we begin the meeting?”

“Yeah. Thanks. And thanks for giving me a chance. For assigning Mancini and his fireteam, for the phone, for everything. It’s made all the difference.”

“I’ve an eye for talent and opportunity. I’m glad we met. Now, let’s start wresting some order out of this chaos.”

“Yes sir,” said James, and followed the major down the hall.

“Yes sir,” he heard Serenity repeat mockingly under her breath, but when he glanced back she just gave him a teasing wink.

He reached back.

She took his hand.

He gave it a squeeze, then let go.

The doors to the board room opened, and James, squaring his shoulders, stepped inside.

It was indeed time to start wresting some order from this fucking chaos.


Chapter 25:

The Big Guns

James took his seat. The vibe was different from last time, with less people both in the chairs and on the monitors. Folks were quieter, most not making eye contact, the strain and exhaustion and quiet desperation obvious.

He glanced at the monitors. No Department of Defense.

The mayor arrived late, sweeping in with an entourage that fanned out to take chairs or move to the wall as he sat at the head of the table. He looked waxen, his eyes glazed, his hair greasy, his clothing rumpled.

It was like they’d called in the mayor’s understudy to come play his role at four in the morning.

“Hello!” The mayor flashed his signature blinding smile. “Here we are again. Show of hands who’s tired of meetings? Or the apocalypse? The thing about the apocalypse is that it’s the end, but it doesn’t end fast enough, am I right? Hour after hour, it just keeps on going. Well.” He sat up straight, fussed with his pencil and papers. “So does the New York City local government. Kudos, everyone, for not dying. Speaking of which, Mr. Kelly! Very not dead despite our first documented brush with the new Nemesis. Thoughts? And prayers? No, just thoughts for now, haha.”

James didn’t answer at once. He felt like an old, worn rock upon which the mayor’s frenetic wave had just crashed and then washed away. Looking into the man’s eyes, James thought he saw fear and panic and guilt and horror. The man was barely holding on.

Time for some judicious words.

“First, I want to thank the mayor for the leadership he’s shown so far. It’s a thankless task to be in charge when everything is going to hell, but Mayor Liu has held firm and taken the punches. Thank you, mayor.”

“Let’s hear it for the mayor,” said Liu, turning from one side to the other to encourage clapping with his own. “No, but seriously, thank you James. I appreciate the kind words. I will say…” He paused dramatically. “That it’s not been… fun. But that’s why I ran for office, right? Well, no, not in hopes of leading us through a demon apocalypse, don’t quote me on that, but to—anyways. Enough about me! James. You were saying.”

“Nemesis 2 is serious trouble. It represents a massive escalation of Nemesis 1. With a prepared fireteam and Serenity, and with three of us augmented by Smite, we were barely able to drop them. Regular folks with regular guns are going to be toast. Which is why I accepted the office of Deputy Commissioner of the Department of Ranking Citizens under Commissioner Morgan.”

“Yes!” Mayor Liu stood up and eagerly led the applause. “Score one for the good guys!” He sat down abruptly. “These new powers we’re being gifted? Earning? They’re obviously the only way to meet fire with fire. Don’t get me wrong, Colonel—” The mayor turned to one of the monitors where a grizzled man was watching impassively. “I love a good .50 cal as much as the next guy, but this Smite action? Reminds me of this Holy Paladin I leveled to 50 back in the day.” He turned and grinned at James. “Gimme that Smite, am I right? So, go on. You were telling us how fucked we are.”

“Only if we don’t act fast.” James spoke slowly, trying to ground the meeting around the mayor’s manic energy. “As Deputy Commissioner, I’d like to work with Major Hackworth and the military in helping set up new and improved clearance zones to deal with this threat. Of course, I wanted to run this past you first to make sure we were on the same page.”

“Same page, yes.” The mayor leaned back. “I’ve seen footage of the Fourth Wave debacle.” He raised both hands and leaned forward suddenly. “Not blaming anyone. We’re all doing our best. But it’s not a good look when thousands die crushed against tanks on live TV. Just kidding. But I’m serious. We need to avoid that at all costs. What are you thinking?”

James glanced sidelong at Hackworth. “I’d like to set up a breakout session with the major to discuss exactly that, Mr. Mayor. I know there are lots of other things to discuss, but for now, I think that needs to be our first priority.”

“Great. Love it. Breakout sessions are what I used to call my make out sessions back in high school. I was born for this job.” He grinned at everyone and stood up. “I think I need to go think things over. Keep me in the loop?”

Several officials looked pained, opening their mouths to speak, then sat back, defeated, as the mayor swept back out of the room.

Mr. Iverness rose to his feet. “Mr. Kelly, I feel that it’s incumbent upon me to remind you that you do not have carte blanche to do as you please.”

Serenity twirled a pencil she’d stolen from somewhere around her fingers. “Doesn’t the CIA deal with outside problems, like where best to set up a black camp in a third-world country? How’s this your business?”

Mr. Iverness glared at Serenity with cold anger. “The CIA is the collecting house for all the intelligence agencies. It is our responsibility to collate the president’s daily briefing, and with all our energies now directed inward, we are putting our considerable resources toward aiding the domestic situation. So what happens here is now very much my concern.”

“Thank you, Mr. Iverness.” James stood, his voice carefully formal. “I appreciate your oversight. Major Hackworth?”

“Colonel, I’ll send you an invite to the breakout session,” said Hackworth. “It’ll be just a minute.”

“Very well, Major.” The colonel logged off.

A whole bunch of people stared at James, clearly intent on waylaying him, but then Jessica was there, running interference with a brilliantly cutting smile, guiding him out, shutting down questions politely, promising to get people on James’s calendar, and in moments he was out of the meeting room, hustling down another corridor, and entering a smaller chamber.

Just an oval table and monitors on one wall. Major Hackworth set his hat down and pulled out a chair next to Mancini. Another military guy was already there, his chest colorful with ribbons, his face square and jowly like a hound’s. But his gaze was cool and inquiring like those of a card sharp, and when they shook James felt calluses and a deep strength that indicated this guy was no pencil pusher.

“Major Castle, James Kelly, Serenity,” Major Hackworth said.

“Kelly.” The major frowned at him for a moment, then nodded. Did the same to Serenity and sat.

An assistant was busy typing on a laptop, and the monitors started to come to life. First appeared the colonel, but then other individuals appeared, ranging from other obviously important commanding officers to views of similar meeting rooms where groups in military fatigues sat before laptops.

Hackworth made introductions. Colonel Hopkins, CO of Fort Hamilton. Lieutenant Colonel Simpson, CO of the 152nd Brigade Engineer Battalion. Colonel Gross out of Fort Meade, commander of the Army Field Support Center. There was a guy from the NSA, a lady from the CIA, and then dozens of specialists whose names James didn’t catch.

Colonel Simpson kicked things off.

“All right people, let’s keep this efficient.” He sounded so world-weary that his voice barely rose from a monotone. “Mills, go ahead with your report and analysis.”

An individual from one of the team rooms leaned forward. “Thank you, Colonel. This situation is evolving live, but reports coming in from across the country indicate that Nemesis 2 differs from the first iteration in several key and surprising ways.

“First, the obvious. We’ve reviewed footage of over a dozen kills and it’s clear that they are resistant to regular firepower, but not immune. They are effectively protected by NIJ Level 3+ Body Armor. Our NATO 556 rounds were slowed but not completely stopped; we just saw six soldiers in Anchorage drop a Nemesis 2 without the benefit of Smite, but it took concentrated fire. Nobody was injured. Now, against Smite-enhanced ammunition they benefit from at most NIJ Level 2 to no protection at all, depending on the personal statistics in play. Thus the conclusion is clear: Nemesis 2 is best dealt with by soldiers who have reached Level 5 and chosen the Smite ability.”

Nods all around.

“Second,” continued Mills, “we’ve observed marked differences in behavior patterns on the part of Nemesis 2. Those who are immediately fired upon, which has been four-fifths of documented cases thus far, have reacted with aggression. However, we have several cases where the Nemesis 2 retreated from the summoning locale when left alone.”

This caused a stir.

“We can confirm this,” said the NSA guy. “We’ve observed seven different incidents where the Nemesis 2 did not harm civilians from the First Wave.”

“Why?” The colonel’s voice sounded only wearier. “They’re here to kill us, are they not? Kelly’s Monitor called this a ‘Winnowing.’ How in tarnation are they going to winnow us if they walk away?”

“We don’t know, sir,” said Mills.

A third person spoke up, a lady from a private office. “I’m Executive Director Sanchez, CIA Collection Analysis Strategies & Advanced Analytics. We’ve been monitoring foreign channels and have assembled a preliminary theorem. Stepping back from the Nemesis 1 situation, we have seventeen documented cases worldwide of Monitors approaching individuals and engaging them in conversation. This indicates that some members of the enemy are intelligent and capable of planning, and that thus Nemesis 2 might be capable of the same. We don’t have enough evidence yet to guess as to their goals but given the sixteen-day delay till Nemesis 3, we can anticipate that their willingness to not engage and heightened intelligence and power indicate a project of some kind, something more long-term than simple attrition of our ranks.

“Second, the fact that we have been notified of these ‘Pits’ and given three months to prepare indicates that if this enemy wished to annihilate us, they could have perhaps simply opened the Pits immediately, catching us flat-footed and massacred us. The very term ‘winnowing’ indicates a reduction process. This is corroborated by the language used by the Monitors. The enemy does not wish to simply extinguish our species; rather, they seem intent on preparing us for the opening of the Pits. If that is the case, then the behavior of the Nemesis 2 must be analyzed in that light. Whatever their goal, it will be to prepare us in some fashion for what’s to come, though I would go so far to as hazard that the nature of this preparation will be unpleasant in the extreme.”

“Thank you, Executive Director,” said the colonel. “Mills, anything else you want to add?”

“Just a cautionary note. Of the thirty-seven cases we’ve already analyzed, we’ve seen the highest success rates from the teams that had a spread of Benedictions. Those who relied on firepower and Smite alone were effective but took losses. The teams who erected Shields of Faith and deployed Blessings before the engagement took slightly longer to defeat the enemy but suffered fewer casualties overall.”

James glanced at Mancini, who was staring fixedly ahead.

“Thus we’re revising our guidelines on optimal squad specialization. We hope to have these ready to go out as soon as we review a few more case files.”

“Very good. Now—”

James felt his brow prickle with sweat. Even now, after all the days of fire and blood, he felt distinctly uneasy inserting himself into such conversations. What the fuck did he have to contribute compared to these top-level analysts?

But he forced himself to speak up regardless. “Colonel? Speaking of personal statistics, I have some new data to share.”

The colonel pursed his lips, momentarily annoyed at being interrupted, but James held his stare stoically till the man nodded. “Proceed, Kelly.”

“I ranked up to what should have been Level 10, but instead am now a Level 1 Supplicant.”

The reaction was immediate. Everybody, including Serenity and Mancini, gaped at him.

“Supplicant?” Hackworth’s tone was eager. “Hurry up, man. What else?”

“I’ve got a choice of three more Benedictions, which are listed as my second step in determining a class.”

Mills had stood up and come close to the camera, his eyes wide. “Second step? At least nine classes then, unless these options converge.”

“The options are Dark Vision, Sacred Strike, and Deadeye.”

Again, a wave of conversation arose, people turning to confer, and it took a few minutes for people to settle.

Executive Director Sanchez was busy typing and looking off-screen, but she spoke with fierce focus. “Deadeye is informal North American slang for an excellent marksman. That would seem to indicate a martial progression that specializes in firearms or ranged weapons, which would make Sacred Strike perhaps more focused on hand-to-hand combat, or the use of regular weapons.”

“A strike force is an armed force equipped to deliver a strong offensive or retaliatory blow,” said Hackworth. “But that would indicate a larger force, not just an individual.”

“Whereas our NV33s provide up to twenty-four hours of night vision. Makes Dark Vision less of an appealing option,” said Mills.

“Anything else, Kelly?” demanded the colonel.

“I have five unspent points. I haven’t yet decided how to use them but seeing as my Level 5 aura only ashed the exterior of the Nemesis 2, I might work on raising that. One other note: I used an Aeviternum point to recover from the injury the Nemesis 2 gave me, and, well, now I feel great.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” said the colonel, clearly ready to move on.

“My point, sir, is that I have two more left. In about eight hours when I start to tire, I could use a second for a complete refresh. Then dawn will hit, and I’ll get all my spent points back. With three points I could tap one every eight hours to never need to sleep while remaining on top of my game.”

That got the colonel’s attention.

“Outstanding,” said Hackworth. “That would effectively double if not triple our combat output.”

“And ability to plan, analyze, and react,” said Sanchez. “An Aeviternum point costs five unspent points. Is that still the case as a Supplicant?”

“I—actually, I haven’t checked. One second.” James summoned his statistics and focused on the Aeviternum.

“Well shit,” he said. “It’s gotten more expensive. Now it’s ten.”

“Damn,” said Hackworth. “We’ve not prioritized those points so far, which means we’ll need to direct our people to buy them while they’re cheap.”

“Maybe, maybe, maybe,” said Mills, moving back to his desk. “Everything has an opportunity cost, sir. We all begin with one dot. That’s something. We’ll add this data to our analysis and will include it in the guidelines we’ll be sending out soon.”

“Thank you, Mr. Kelly,” said the colonel. “Now. Let’s talk about clearance zones. We need to avoid the national clusterfuck that was the Fourth Wave, and our job is made more complicated by having lost the ability to delay the acknowledgment request. Thoughts?”

“Sir,” said James, tone heavy as he realized how dangerous his suggestion could prove. “If I may?”

“Go ahead, Mr. Kelly.”

“Given what we’ve learned here, I’m now of the opinion now that we should opt for short-term gains over possible long-term hardship. Right now it’s really hard to put these fuckers down without a SAW amped up by Smite. And we’ve got no control over when they appear. Which means come the Fourth Wave, what, hundreds of thousands will show up all at once? If we gather people into big crowds, that’s just…”

James trailed off, trying to envision the final stand he’d taken part in on the morning of the Fourth Wave, but with the ten thousand gremlins replaced by Nemesis 2s.

Executive Director Sanchez finally tore her gaze from her laptop to stare right into the camera. “What are you suggesting, Mr. Kelly?”

“That we just let ’em go, then level up as many people as possible and go after them.”

Sanchez took off her glasses. “You realize that may be exactly what they desire? That the reason they are this dangerous and tough to kill is precisely so that we leave them alone to accomplish their goals?”

“Yeah.” James felt a wave of heavy despair wash over him. It wasn’t born of fatigue, but just a crushing sense of… being the fuck out of options. “You’re probably right. But we don’t have the time or means to handle hundreds of thousands of these guys all at once. I think we need to figure out what it is they’re doing, where they’re going, and then call in the big guns to handle them.”

For the first time, Major Castle spoke, his voice quiet and hard. “The big guns?”

“Yeah. Fighter jets with missiles. That kind of shit. I may be out of line here, but if hundreds of thousands of those bastards get together, we’ll never kill them with SAWs or .50 calibers. We’re gonna need to carpet bomb them back to hell.”


Chapter 26:

Learning to Optimize

The military meeting wrapped up an hour later. A bunch of people chimed in with updates, many of which were being revised on the fly, but all pointed out one key fact: shit was fucking grim.

The First Wave had been relatively tiny, but anybody who’d seen a Nemesis 1 thereafter could see the Nemesis 2s, which meant most of the military was ready to intercede and help out. Combined firepower meant over 80% of the Nemesis 2s were killed, though half of the exterminations resulted in casualties.

James also got a better sense of the US military’s overall plan. With the entire country essentially under attack, each military base was providing assistance to their local region, while the National Guard was then deployed to areas without close proximity to a fort or base.

Worse was the growing movement of people leaving the countryside for the larger cities. Unable to rank up due to low levels of Nemesis 1s and terrified of not having a military presence on hand, entire communities were forming caravans and flooding the interstates and highways as they sought protection in numbers. This had begun a humanitarian disaster which only the sudden development of the Fabricator class had ameliorated.

Overwhelmed but alert, James left the meeting with Jessica, Mancini, and Serenity. They headed to the NYCEM cafeteria on the ground floor and there grabbed coffees, Danishes, fruit cups, and yogurts.

“James, I don’t know if you want to hear it, but I want to apologize again,” began Mancini.

“You’re right, I don’t want to hear it.” James scrutinized his yogurt cup. Lingonberry. What the fuck was that? “We’re all doing our best. It’s called a learning curve. Next time we’ll do better.”

Mancini stared at his coffee cup. “Thanks, but I’m intolerant of fuckups, my own especially. My people have been drilled endlessly as to what to do in a situation like that, and it involves opening fire. We’re going to have to incorporate these new powers into tactics. We’ll do better.”

“I know. Jessica. Talk to me. What next?”

Jessica was scrolling on her tablet. “The mayor’s returned by helicopter to City Hall, but I managed to get his signature on some key papers by proxy through his assistant. That means we can now bullshit our way into building out the DRC.”

“What about Morgan?” James peeled open the yogurt cup suspiciously. “He going to want a say in all this?”

“I don’t think so. I’m emailing vague updates to his public-facing email address by accident, but he’s got enough on his hands with running the NYCEM.”

“So how do we do this? I don’t even know what we’re doing. Gathering a bunch of high-level folk and then—what?”

“First we need to vet them,” said Jessica coolly. “I had a document half-finished but, well. My thoughts were to provide three addresses where we have personnel on hand to verify powers and, assuming they can manifest one of the three Benedictions, we book them into a room at the Marriott two blocks south of the NYCEM.”

“The Marriott?” Serenity let out a low whistle. “Fancy.”

“I’ve appropriated funds from other departments,” said Jessica. “Cash isn’t a problem.”

“Wait, what?” James stared at her. “Appropriated?”

“There are billions in the NYC Rainy Day Fund. It’s brand new, a budgetary cushion made in 2021. It falls under the jurisdiction of the Office of the Comptroller, but it was opened two days ago to deal with the current crisis. I used my old clearance at the NYCEM to submit a requisition in Morgan’s name, and it was approved without question.”

“Wait, wait, wait,” said James. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

Jessica took off her glasses. “What I’m saying is that the DRC is now sitting on $800,000 in discretionary funds, which currently only you, myself, and Commissioner Morgan can access.”

“Oh shit!” Serenity grinned and draped her arm over the back of her chair. “Do you have any idea how much fun we can have with that much money?”

“So we can afford rooms at the Marriott,” said James.

“Yes.” Jessica put her glasses back up. “I’ve reserved three floors. That’s approximately a hundred or so rooms, most capable of hosting two guests, so we’re good for the first two hundred applicants if we wish to consolidate their location.”

“OK, sure.” James spooned some yogurt into his mouth. “So we vet them, register them, put them up in the Marriott, then what?”

“You should address them once we have a critical mass. The Marriott has suitable ballrooms. That’s what I’m working on now, what you need to bring up, how we should best organize them, and what duties we want to entrust them with.”

“She makes me feel tired,” said Serenity picking up another Danish. “Girl, what do you do for fun?”

“Stoichiometry,” said Jessica with a straight face. “I’m joking. Obviously. Now, something we have to consider is that we can’t remain a Brooklyn organization. We have five boroughs to cover, which means establishing satellite branches as soon as we have a grasp on a central agency. I want to take a page from the NYPD and establish a central command, complete with a call-in station, operators, and if possible some helicopters so we can deploy reinforcements as needed. The streets are still impassable, but—”

“Helicopters?” said James. “Killer Eggs?”

“Hardly,” said Jessica. “Be realistic. I’m thinking of using the state of martial law to confiscate some news helicopters. I’m trying to get several helicopter charter services involved, but they’re not answering their phones.”

“OK. Satellite offices, helicopters, central command.” James tried to keep it all straight. “This all sounds good.”

“I wish we had more people like you in CentCom,” said Mancini, relaxing at last. “This is impressive.”

“The world is about to end,” said Jessica impatiently. “If there was ever a time to bring our A-game, it’s now. Sergeant, do you think you could help us set up our command center? The NYPD is overwhelmed, and we need technical expertise today, not next week.”

“I can escalate your request, sure,” said Mancini. “Fortunately, Major Hackworth is notorious for breaking protocol when he sees the value in getting immediate results. It’s why he’s not been promoted higher. He’s got a history of excelling while pissing off the brass, who give him medals and then refuse to promote him further.”

“My kind of guy,” said James.

“And he thinks highly of you, so there’s a high chance he’ll speak in your favor to the right people. I’ll need more details on what you’re asking for, specifically, though.”

“I’ve only had time to do some quick brainstorming,” said Jessica, tapping away and then leaning back when she reached the right data. “We’ll need a station for each borough, along with access to satellites for live maps and communications. Radios for each member, location trackers, generators in case we lose power, instructors to get us up to speed, along with anything else your experts think would benefit us.”

“Got it.” Mancini leaned over to read the list. “You basically want an ASOCC system, Area Security Operations Command and Control. It’s what we use, and police departments have adapted for their own operations.”

“Go on,” said Jessica, eyes gleaming.

“I’m no expert, but it’s an interactive system that gives real-time situational awareness. Like what you were asking for, with live streams of maps and photographs, collaboration capability with other agencies, the display of force deployment, and so on. It’s used by cops to connect their control centers with the boroughs, as well as connecting regionally and nationally.”

“Yes,” breathed Jessica. “Precisely. We need an ASOCC.”

“Damn girl,” said Serenity. “You look like you’re ready to go.”

“There’s no time to modify it in any way,” said Mancini. “I’m guessing we’d need to staff it with folks who already know their way around the military version. But that should be doable if the brass thinks it worthwhile. You have a location for this yet?”

“No.” Jessica sat back. “Haven’t tackled that yet. Though I’m thinking we just claim one of the ballrooms at the Marriott and make it ours.”

“Why not here?” asked Serenity. “It’s close to the Marriott, plus doesn’t it have all the tech we’d already need?”

“It does,” said Jessica. “But we’d be watched by everybody, our choices second-guessed, and much more likely to come under Morgan’s scrutiny. I want to be out of sight, out of mind so we can do whatever needs doing.”

“Makes sense,” said Serenity, then yawned. “Oh man. I’m beat. I haven’t been up this late sober in decades. We going to continue talking shop? Should I use my Aeviternum point?”

“I think we’re about done for now,” said James. “But I’m still flying high on Aeviternum. I’m going to spend my five points and hit the streets.”

Serenity took a bite of her Danish. “Check in on the Nemeses? Cool. I’m down. Can we hit Herman’s on the way:”

“That’s not a good idea,” said Mancini. “Unless we all come with you. Those Nemesis 2s are too much for a single person, even with your stats.”

“Then come on down to Chinatown,” said Serenity. “You guys are pretty chill. We can hang.”

“Only if we spend our Aeviternum,” said Mancini. “Which is an option. Though after what happened to James, I’m loath to spend them and lose the healing option.”

“The truth is we don’t have time.” James stood. “Sure, the military’s going to be gathering intel, but I refuse to just sit around waiting.”

“Early bird catches the Nemesis 2,” said Serenity, also standing. “I don’t need to spend my point. We swing by Herman’s, I’ll do a line and be good till dawn. Then I’ll spend my point just before it regenerates, clean out my system, and we can go look for breakfast.”

Jessica arched an eyebrow. “That’s… a creative if alarming use of Aeviternum.”

“That’s what I used to have on my business card,” said Serenity. “Creative but alarming. Just kidding. I never had business cards.”

“Give me half an hour?” asked Mancini. “I need to confer with Hackworth about the ASOCC and I know he’ll want to confer. Meet you in the lobby?”

James checked his watch. It was just past one in the morning. “Sure. One-thirty it is.”

Mancini rose, took his empty fruit cup, and left.

Serenity sat down again. “What are we going to do for thirty?”

“I have plenty with which to keep myself busy,” said Jessica, opening her laptop.

“Ms. Miles,” said Serenity sweetly. “I find myself in need of, oh, two thousand dollars for DRC purposes. Could you—”

“Declined.”

“Declined my ass. You even sound like an ATM.”

“Beeeeep,” said Jessica calmly, focused on the screen.

“Look, I just want to get a little—”

“Beep.”

“Stop beeping at me—”

“Beep.”

“Jesus fucking Christ, James, she’s a fucking child—”

“Beeeeeeeeeeeeep.”

James sat again and laughed. “Looks like she’s got your number.”

“Well, I’m filing a complaint.” Serenity crossed her arms, then cracked a huge yawn. “Oh man. I’m going to go find some good coffee. Coming?”

“Go ahead. I’m going to think on my point expenditure.”

Serenity propped her chin on the base of her palm as she leaned forward. “What are your stats again?”

James shared the numbers.

“So sick.”

“James.” Jessica had looked up from her laptop. “Why do you keep placing all your points into one stat? You only need to hit thresholds.”

James hesitated. “What? How so? If I want to get stronger, I just go all out in Strength.”

“The military guidance pointed out that optimal point expenditure involves hitting key thresholds, like 5s, 15s, or 25s for physical stats, or every 5 points for aura. With your current array you could place 4 in Strength to hit 15 and gain a two-point boost to Power, and then place your remaining point in Agility, bringing it to 5, and gain another boost for Speed. Or you could place 3 in Aura to bring it to 35 and raise your Aura Strength to 6, and then place 1 in Agility, and keep the remaining point in reserve.”

“Huh.” James stared at his sheet. “But Arete 32 is more powerful than 30. Why wouldn’t I want that extra strength?”

“Because while you’re right, you have to balance the benefit those extra 2 points in Arete convey compared to raising your Agility 5 and gaining 2 points of speed. Those 2 points effectively earn you 3 when spent right.”

A lightbulb went off in James’s mind. “Ohhh. Shit. I’ve been doing this wrong.”

“Not wrong. Just not optimally.” Jessica smiled at him. “Happy spending.” And looked back at her laptop.

“She freaks me out,” said Serenity in her normal tone of voice. “People shouldn’t be that smart. I bet she was real popular at parties.”

“I never went to parties,” said Jessica calmly, typing.

“No shit. You, what, spent your nights in the library?”

“Sometimes, sure. Interning, doing independent research, as well as traveling whenever I could.”

Serenity frowned. “You have an answer to everything?”

“No. But I’m good at getting answers when the question interests me.”

“Fuck. Fine.” Serenity turned back to James. “She freaks me out.”

James snorted. “I’m going to go Arete 35, Agility 5, get the bonus and bank the remaining point. I felt that lack of speed and coordination when I went up against the Nemesis 2. Felt like I was a crazy hobo swinging a frying pan at a hallucination.”

“You are a crazy hobo,” said Serenity, and leaned in to ruffle his hand. “And the Deputy Commissioner of the dorks.”

James raised an eyebrow.

“Dorks. Department of Ranking Citizens. Dorks.”

Jessica glared at her. “It’s the DRC.”

“Keep telling yourself that, hon.” Serenity leaned back, inordinately pleased with herself. “It’s really the perfect name.”

Jessica looked mortified.

“It’s fine,” said James. “Don’t worry about it. We got bigger problems.” And he spent the points. “Done. Now to pick a Benediction.”

“Not much of a choice for you, hon.” Serenity reached over to take his yogurt cup. “You’re not handy with a gun, so Deadeye is out, and Dark Vision we can compensate for with night vision goggles. I think you gotta go Sacred Strike.”

“Yeah,” said James. “Plus that sounds right up my alley. Minus the Sacred part.”

“Heathen,” said Serenity.

James chose the Benediction, and as before the knowledge of what it did filled his mind, rising from the depths of his memory as if it were something from his childhood he’d forgotten only to recall upon tasting a bite of madeleine dipped in tea.

If Smite imbued whatever weapon or body part he chose to attack with in holy fire, making it more lethal against demons and bypassing some of their natural protection, then Sacred Strike allowed him to unleash a blast of holy light that could do two things: hit a foe within close range with a devastating attack that consumed much more of his Arete than Smite did, or heal a human by a commensurate amount.

“Holy shit,” said James, realizing too late the irony of his words. “Sacred Strike is awesome. It allows me to heal.”

And for some reason those words unlocked something within him a kernel of tightly wound pain that he hadn’t known was there, had lived with so long that it had become a part of him. Heat washed through his chest which grew tight, making it hard to breathe, and his eyes prickled with tears.

Serenity’s concern was immediate. “James? What is it?”

He stood abruptly, extended a hand to keep them both back, then strode away, fighting for breath, clenching his jaw, wrestling with the bittersweet pain and remorse and guilt and anguish that was washing through him.

He reached the wall and stopped before the cafeteria, staring blindly out at the avenue beyond, fighting for calm, to understand what had just happened to him.

Healing. His whole life he’d wanted to help others, to make things better, but his lack of book smarts had made being a doctor impossible, and in the end he’d chosen to be an EMT. He’d loved his job, but always felt a pang of helplessness and frustration whenever they’d arrive at the hospital and hand the patient over to the staff.

Always felt a desire to have done more.

And then—when—when Laney and the girls—when they had—

He clenched his jaw tight and squeezed his eyes shut, willing the pain back down, his whole body alive with pain and rage, his breath coming in shallow gasps.

When they had—and he hadn’t been able to—he’d been too late, but even if he’d been there—

“Fuck,” he rasped, leaning against the wall. He’d not had an attack like this in years.

“James?” Serenity’s voice was hesitant, nervous.

“I’m fine,” he growled out, head lowered, one hand clutching at the pain in his chest, the other thrust against the wall.

This wasn’t the time. He needed to be strong now. He had to keep his shit together. He had to… he…

James forced his breath to slow. Inhale for four seconds, exhale for four. Cleared his mind and thought of nothing. Waited. Breathed.

A hand touched his shoulder. “Whatever it is,” whispered Serenity. “You’re not alone, yeah?”

He wanted to snap at her, to bark that in the way that mattered he’d be alone for the rest of his life, but he caught the words in time.

He turned and forced a smile. “Thanks. Just… old memories. The new Benediction triggered some… pain.”

“No kidding.” She searched his face, looking for clues. “I’m no stranger to that funhouse myself. Want to get some fresh air? No need to talk.”

“Sure.” He felt wrung out like an old dishcloth. “Fresh air would be good.”

Jessica was watching, alarmed, so he gave her a wave. She raised her hand, clearly not comforted, but there was only so much he could give right now.

Serenity slipped her arm through his own and together they quit the cafeteria, heading out the front doors to stand in the bitterly cold night air.

James closed his eyes and raised his face to the night sky. He might look solid, but he knew a thousand hairline fractures ran through his soul. One blow at the right place and he’d just fall apart. Sacred Strike had come close.

But he’d keep it together. He’d not fall apart.

Too many people were counting on him not to have the luxury.


Chapter 27:

Por Que No Los Dos?

Singh drove the hummer down the avenue. It was that still, magical hour of the night when the city seemed enervated, the streetlights causing the iced-over pavements to glitter, coronas of orange light flaring around their lamps. Cars had been pushed up onto the sidewalks. Shattered glass reflected moonlight. The smell of smoke was thin and pungent in the air, and seven blocks over the sky glowed a dull orange.

James felt light, purified by grief that had been, if not processed, then strongly felt before being repressed all over again. His Agility and Speed made him feel a little more liquid, a little more self-possessed, and he still wasn’t used to the sensation of natural strength and explosive potential for movement and violence.

But it was more than that. His high Arete, his Lead Aura 6, his ability to summon Smite and Sacred Strike—it made him at once a stranger and a wonder to himself. Who was he? Not the man that had slipped into bars just before closing time to feel the warmth and dream of being able to order a whiskey. Not the man who’d lie awake at night under a layer of cardboard beneath the overpass, trying desperately not to think of all the good meals he’d once had.

That James, wary, cynical, broken, self-effacing, waiting to sublimate into the polluted air—that man was gone.

Was his replacement a truer version of himself, the man he might have become, his ideal self? Or had he died, in a sense, and become something else, a reflection of the cipher that had walked the streets, now filled with purpose and a fierce desire to do better?

And if he was himself still, how much change would it take before he ceased to recognize himself?

They rolled on, Singh in no rush, a spotlight slowly crawling over the buildings, teasing out dark corners. They saw plenty of gremlins. Just because their malefic cousins had arrived on the scene didn’t mean they’d exited stage left. Thousands of them infested the city, fuck, tens of thousands, maybe more. The Fourth Wave had been a colossal clusterfuck, and only today were they coming to terms with the repercussions.

A city crawling with Nemeses.

But still, James felt hopeful. Perhaps it was delusion. But while he was still able to level, while he could still manifest abilities like Sacred Strike, there was hope. And who knew what he’d manifest in ten more levels? In a hundred?

The Humvee abruptly slowed.

“There,” said Singh, and James leaned out to peer around the canvas awning that covered the passenger cargo area in the back.

A Nemesis 2. It turned its porcelain mask to stare at them, its sneer identical, its expression dour and striking, the entirety of its body nightmare-inducing.

It was emerging from a dark window. For a moment it just hung there, frozen by the beam of light, and then it flickered up the wall and out of sight onto the flat roof.

“Hold on,” said Singh calmly. “It’s time for some action driving.”

They tore through a three-point turn, then shot back half a block and turned down the street. Cars were parked on both shoulders, but somehow Singh threaded the needle and raced down the center, so close that James thought he could reach out and touch the passing vehicles.

“You got eyes on it?” asked Singh.

“Negative,” said Mancini.

They turned at the next intersection, putting them a block over from the original sighting, and just idled there, the engine rumbling.

“Nothing,” said Mancini at last. “These bastards are hard to pin down.”

James stared out over the tailgate. High in the air, perhaps ten blocks away, wreathed in purple flame, hung a demon symbol.

Not the same as the one inhabited by the Monitor that had deigned to speak to him, but instinct caused him to speak out. “Hey, sergeant? Can we take a loop past that demon sign up in the sky behind us?”

Singh adjusted his rear-view mirror to get a lock on the symbol, then looked to Mancini.

“Why not,” sighed the sergeant. “We’re just spinning in circles out here.”

Singh made the right turns and James lost track of the symbol.

“What are you thinking?” asked Huffman. She’d been dour all night, swaying with the car’s movements, gun hanging across her chest, expression bleak.

“I’m thinking we might as well cross shit off the list.” James rippled his fingers on the emergency fire-ax he’d liberated from the NYCEM. The haft was of smooth, stout hickory, the head painted red but for the blade which sported a stripe of wicked naked steel. “The Nemesis 2s are going somewhere. It’s probably not the YMCA. So, let’s check the huge demon beacon hanging in the sky?”

Delvecchio frowned at him. “Hold up. I thought you said those were where the Monitors chilled out and watched us all.”

“Yeah. But maybe it’s got multiple functions.”

Serenity had her head back, eyes closed, head rolling with the car’s rhythm. “As Ernest Hemingway once said, ‘Por qué no los dos?’”

Delvecchio’s frown deepened as he stared at her. He opened his mouth to comment, caught himself, and sat back.

“What did you spend your points on?” James asked the automatic rifleman.

“Aeviternum. It’s the new hotness since you came back from the dead.” Delvecchio’s grin was ghastly. “Apparently they don’t want their smitey SAW dudes dying on them too quickly.”

Huffman snorted. “Soon as I hit Level 5, I’ll back you up.”

“Aw, that’s so sweet.” Delvecchio bumped her shoulder with his own. “That mean you’re cheering up at last?”

“Sit on a barstool the wrong way and spin, asshole.”

“I’m with Huffman on this one,” said Serenity, eyes still closed. “I’ll even help you with the mount.”

Delvecchio laughed. “You guys are crazy. Who doesn’t spin when they sit on a barstool? I used to love doing that as a kid.”

Serenity cracked open one eye and stared at him.

Delvecchio stared back, his face a picture of innocence.

Serenity closed her eye. “You were one fucked up kid.”

Delvecchio sighed contentedly. “Still am.”

The blocks rolled by, and in less than a minute they slowed and then stopped.

“Symbol’s a block ahead, but I’m seeing some weird activity,” said Singh.

James moved forward so that he could see out the front windscreen. The blocks ahead were all dark, with faint hints of the purple flame reflecting off cars and windows.

“Why’s it all dark?” asked Huffman, craning to see.

“Power outage?” suggested Delvecchio.

“Right under a demonic symbol?” Singh sounded appropriately doubtful. “Perhaps the demonic energy has tripped the power line reclosers.”

“Let’s keep it cool,” said Mancini. He grabbed the flashlight mounted by the hummer’s side mirror on his side and swiveled it over the buildings to their left.

James didn’t have an angle to see, but Mancini went rigid.

“Get us out of here, Singh! Go go go!”

Singh’s reaction was silky smooth. He slammed the Humvee into reverse and floored it. Everyone in the back fell on each other as the engine roared, and Singh turned around to navigate, sliding out of the block at ever faster speeds.

Heart pounding, James righted himself. Nothing attacked them. They reversed another two blocks before Singh hit the brakes.

“What the hell, sarge?” snapped Huffman, her fear barely masked by anger. “What was it?”

“Nemesis 2s.” Mancini pulled out his radio. “Hundreds of them, crammed like ants between the buildings.”

James felt his skin crawl.

Mancini called in the info, and they all sat, breathless, as the radio operator on the other end confirmed the message. A Killer Egg was being sent to fly over the locale.

“What the fuck are they doing?” asked Delvecchio, his voice taut with nerves. “Is it like a slumber party?”

“Yeah, it’s exactly like that,” said Huffman, hitting him irritably with her elbow.

“They were moving about,” said Mancini, and for the first time James the faintest hints of panic in the man’s voice. He’d never seen the sergeant this spooked. “They were doing something, but I couldn’t tell what.”

“Fuck,” said Delvecchio. “Like, like what?”

“I don’t know.” Mancini sat back and shook his head. “I don’t know.”

Ten minutes later the radio buzzed. “Star 41 inbound, on your location, four minutes.”

A few minutes later the sound of a helicopter grew, and then a Killer Egg buzzed overhead, its spotlight much larger and harsher than the hummer’s.

“Star 41,” said the radio. “I got the target. We’re inbound.”

James stood up in the back, the edge of the canvas against his chest, arms resting atop it as he watched the bubble chopper fly over the buildings, curving so as to not pass directly beneath the burning symbol. It did several loops, skimming just over the rooftops.

The radio buzzed with a different voice. “Command, I’ve got eyes on multiple targets, several hundred at least. Request permission to engage with miniguns, over.”

“Star 41, permission denied. Return to base, over.”

“Command, order confirmed, returning to base, out.”

The Killer Egg zipped away through the night.

“What the hell, sarge?” Delvecchio’s outrage was sharp. “Why didn’t they terminate the fuckers?”

The radio crackled. “Sergeant Mancini, you are not to engage the hostiles, repeat, do not engage the hostiles.”

“Command, this is Sergeant Mancini, order confirmed.”

Singh needed no prompting. He began to reverse once more.

“Hold up,” said James. “I’m getting out.”

Singh stopped the hummer and Mancini twisted about to stare at him. “Bad idea, Kelly. We can’t back you up on this one.”

“I’m not going in. But I want to circle, get a better sense of what’s happening here. The Killer Egg can’t have seen everything.”

“They’ve got a battery of sensors. We’ve got an Orion in the sky. You don’t know what they picked up.”

James hesitated, but his instincts told him to press on. He couldn’t just return to NYCEM and sit tight till the army briefed him. In a few hours, dawn was going to break and he’d be meeting potential recruits for the DRC. He had to have something to tell them.

But it was more than that. He didn’t know if it was intuition, or instinct, or his Arete that was cluing him into a fact: they’d not win this war by being cautious and slow.

And he’d not level up from the safety of the NCYEM.

“Not saying it’s wise, but I am getting out.” James’s tone was firm. “But I’m not running in, either. Just going to scout around.”

“We can’t engage, but we can get you out if things get too hot,” Mancini said. “Radio in. We’ll stay close.”

“Sounds good.” James leaped lightly out the back of the hummer and landed neatly on the road. A second later Serenity landed beside him, a Sig in each fist.

She met his gaze. “This feels like a terrible idea, but that’s never stopped me before.”

“I’ll never hit Level 500 if I don’t start taking risks.” James propped the ax over one shoulder and reached into the hummer to draw out the ten feet of rebar he’d stolen from a construction site. He’d used duct tape to create a grip, and the corrugated length of it felt springy in his hand.

Mancini was still staring back at them. “Come round to my window.”

When they did, he frowned, raised his hand, and then a wash of power flooded through them. It felt like dipping into a swimming pool filled with Red Bull, washing away the first hints of fatigue. But more than that, James felt stronger, more lethal, more… everything.

“Oh, fuck yeah,” said Serenity. “Now we’re talking. Was that Bless?”

“It was,” said Mancini. “And what I should have done before we engaged the Nemeses. It should have given you both a +1 bonus to every stat.”

“Outstanding,” smiled James, thinking of Hackworth’s favorite word. “How long will it last?”

“Spread over two of you? An hour at least.”

“And you can do this to just two people?”

“Up to nine, including myself. I hit the fireteam, too. If I focus it on just one person, however, the bonus becomes +5 to each stat and the duration doubles.”

“Very nice,” said James. He patted the windowsill. “We’ll be in touch.”

Singh leaned forward to make eye contact. “Stay safe.”

“Unlikely,” said Serenity. “Ready, James?”

There was fear, but more than that there was need. Need to learn more, to kill, to level, to start taking control. It felt good to be in the night air, invigorated by Mancini’s Bless, ready to face the enemy and learn more.

He stepped back from the hummer, ax in one fist, rebar propped over the other shoulder. Turned to stare at the burning symbol three blocks away and gave a slow nod.

“Ready.”


Chapter 28:

Sacred Strike

James watched the hummer drive off and turned to stare at the demon symbol. “I got a bad feeling about this synergy.”

“Walk and talk?” said Serenity.

“OK, Jessica.”

She grinned and they fell into stride together. “You were saying you had a ‘bad feeling’ about this. I can’t imagine why. Things have been going so well so far.”

“Those symbols. Nobody’s paid them too much attention because they’ve not been killing anyone, but I don’t like the Nemesis 2s not killing people to come hide beneath them. It means something, but by the time we find out it’ll be too late.”

“Hence this stroll.” Serenity stretched, the movement more limber and sinuous than anything she’d have been capable of when he first met her. “I like it. Feels like forever since you and I got out alone.”

James was watching the rooftops. “You feeling like the fireteam cramps your style?”

“No,” she said simply. “Just nice to not feel like part of something huge for a minute. But watch me regret those words three minutes from now.”

They circled out, keeping the same distance from the symbol, trying to get a sense of a perimeter. All the lights were dead in a three-block radius under the symbol. Every window was dark.

“How many people live on a city block?” asked James.

“A lot.”

“Well, where did everyone go who used to live here?” Just turning in the other direction revealed signs of life, lit windows and the sounds of the city.

“Maybe they didn’t want to live under a hell sign,” said Serenity, shrugging one shoulder. “People are weird like that.”

James adjusted his grip on his rebar. A taller building cut off his line of sight to the symbol. Stressed-out looking trees grew out of square plots of dirt in the sidewalk every ten yards, and stoops rose to front doors behind spear-tipped black iron fences. Were it not for the pervasive sense of dread and danger and the complete absence of people, James could imagine he and Serenity were out for a stroll indeed.

The sight of the Nemesis 2 shattered the illusion.

It was crossing the street up ahead, its movements liquid smooth, but it noticed them at the same time and froze into inhuman stillness, its white mask swiveling to take them in.

It was big. James could have ridden on its back. He immediately regretted that image.

“Shall we kill it?” Serenity raised one of her guns. “Or you think that’ll draw others?”

James felt his brow prickle with sweat despite the freezing air. These were the kinds of decisions that would determine their fate. Yet he wanted violence. He needed more intel. Didn’t know if he was being rational or following some predatory instinct that had helped humanity become the globe’s apex predator.

He hoped those instincts weren’t fucking him over now.

“Take the shot. It’ll come at me, and I’ll try to impale it. Then we take it apart. If others come, we get the fuck out of Dodge. I’ve a hunch they’ll not want to move far from the symbol.”

“Whatever you say, Deputy Commissioner.” Serenity raised her gun which lit up with lambent gray flame, aimed, and squeezed off a shot.

The sound was like a thick hickory branch being snapped. The Nemesis 2 jerked as the burning bullet slammed into its chest. It was super disconcerting how its expression never changed.

“Looks like we got its attention,” said Serenity, stepping back.

James lowered one end of the rebar to the pavement and jammed it into a crack between the paving stones, lifting the other end so wavered at chest height. Kept his fire-ax over his shoulder, ready to swing, and waited for the Nemesis’s jump.

It skittered down the street, its four slender legs blurring, hopped up onto a car roof, and then sprang at them, scythe forelegs popping open.

“Shit, shit, shit,” said Serenity, taking more steps back.

James frowned, adjusted the rebar, and at the last moment hit it with Smite. Its curved length flared with gray fire and the Nemesis fell upon it.

The tip of the rebar punched through its chest, shattering the chitin, its length flexing, and the Nemesis 2 kept coming, sliding down its length and still swinging.

James’s eyes widened for a second before he hurled himself aside. He’d thought for some reason the demon would be stopped by the bar, not slide on down it like a malefic piece of pepper on a shish kebab.

Thank God for his Blessed and enhanced Agility and Speed.

The world spun as he rolled away, ax drawing sparks as the back of its head hit the ground. Gunfire erupted, James came up to his feet and saw the Nemesis moving toward Serenity, rebar dragging, who was backing away, both Sigs blazing.

She was doing damage, but it had taken a Smite SAW several seconds to drop one of these. Her Sigs weren’t up to the task, her aura baking it, causing its jet black exoskeleton to gray.

James grabbed the fire-ax with both hands, took three skipping steps, then swung and summoned Sacred Strike.

White fire burst down the length of his ax like water from a broken fire hydrant. It washed over the Nemesis 2, engulfing it, and the demon shrieked, stumbling away, its legs no longer coordinated, its body hideously melted as if James had taken a propane torch to a wedding party ice sculpture.

James caught the ax as it swung wide, never having intended to hit but feeling like he needed to launch some kind of attack to use Sacred Strike, brought it up and around, and then it was his turn to take a step and leap.

Explosive Power filled him, Rank 12 with the Blessing, and he surged into the air, ax behind his head, to fall upon the Nemesis 2 like an angel of vengeance.

Its shriek had tapered off like that of a dying kettle, and his ax blasted past its scythes to hammer home into its mask, which shattered, revealing a cauldron of black oil and gleaming orbs that could have been a mess of spider eyes. Smite lit up the blade as it sank in all the way, and the Nemesis 2 collapsed, James’s aura alive and burning it.

He landed awkwardly on its frame, staggered off, tore his ax free, turned, saw that it was dead, and raised the fire-ax to his shoulder.

“More of them coming,” said Serenity, voice all business as she ditched her mags and set to reloading.

“Shit,” he gasped, looking at the building across the street and the opposite side of the symbol. Three Nemeses were watching them, faces tilted as if trying to understand what they’d just seen, feet clutching the brickwork as if they stood upon level ground. “You good?”

Serenity slammed the final mag home. “Good.”

She raised both guns and began to fire. Burning bullets cratered into the lowest Nemesis who immediately ran along the building’s face, a sideways sprint that she tracked with no problem, firing just ahead of it so that each bullet struck home.

James bent down, grabbed the rebar, tore it free of the corpse, and ignited it with Smite. A third of his reserves were gone. Sacred Strike was a beast when it came to consuming his divine power pool.

The other two Nemeses leaped down to the ground. James skipped forward like an Olympic javelin hurler and threw the rebar.

It was not made for throwing, but Power 12 and Strength 12 compensated for its ungainliness, and the Nemesis’s size only helped.

Plus he wasn’t expecting to kill the fucker. He just wanted to give it something to think about while he danced with its partner.

The rebar turned as it flew, so that clotheslined the Nemesis, causing it to rear back as if affronted and knock the burning spear away.

James watched the second one as it came bounding toward him, his ax burning with gray fire, held back and to the side.

Timing. It was all about timing.

Unless you had Sacred Strike.

The Nemesis 2 leaped, scythe-arms opening wide. James swung his ax and unleashed his new Benediction.

The result was pleasing.

White fire engulfed the Nemesis 2, reducing its upper torso momentarily to a shadowed silhouette within the conflagration, and then James ducked and darted past it toward the first.

The Nemesis 2 landed behind him and crumpled.

Your rank is now Supplicant 2

You have 5 unspent points.

James felt a twinge of satisfaction, but he didn’t have time to open his sheet. The other Nemesis 2 was coming at him, blindingly fast and this one didn’t risk a jump. That second Sacred Strike combined with his lighting up his ax with Smite had drained him down to around one-third of his juice.

He could probably get one more out.

To use it, or save it for an emergency?

Two Aeviternum points left.

Time for a decision.

James swung his ax and blasted the Nemesis 2 with another Sacred Strike. White fire roared forth, so fucking satisfying, a spiritual gout of power that felt as therapeutic as screaming your frustration and pain into the void.

The Nemesis 2 wilted, careened wildly, crashed down before James who swung his ax around, raised it up high, then brought it down as if splitting a log.

The Nemesis 2’s head split open and the ax dug into the blacktop.

“Level!” shouted Serenity, her gunfire finally ceasing. “Fuck yeah!”

James yanked his ax out and turned to survey the block.

Another Nemesis 2 was crossing the street all the way down at the next intersection. It watched them as it went but didn’t draw closer.

James watched it disappear, his misgivings growing.

But right now there weren’t any more in the immediate environs.

Serenity was reloading, drawing mags out of her vest pockets. The other Nemesis 2 lay at her feet.

“Supplicant 1?” asked James.

She flashed him a victorious smile. “You know it. Already took Deadeye. Holy shit, it’s pinpoint accuracy at maximum range.” She raised her mag and aimed down the street. “It’s like built-in zoom. I could fucking shoot leaves off that tree on the next block.”

“Nice.” He walked over, still looking back and forth for more trouble. “Your five points?”

“Got myself an Aeviternum when I hit Level 9 back at the warehouse, but now I think…” She bit the tip of her tongue as she stared at her invisible stats. “I don’t want to let my Aura fall too far behind. I’ll put four points in to bring it to 25 and bank the last point.”

“Not going to raise your Agility higher?”

“It’s at 21 already, and with Deadeye I want to shore up some other spots. You?”

James summoned his sheet.

Three Aeviternum points was plenty. Sacred Strike was fantastic, and like his Smite was fueled by Arete and made potent by his Power/Strength synergy. But right now it was doing plenty of damage to the Nemesis 2s. He just wanted more of them and putting all 5 points in Arete would also bring his score to 40, raising his Lead Aura to Strength 7, leaving his extra point from last time in the bank.

“Going to bump Arete to 40. Aura needs more juice, and that should allow me to squeeze out another Sacred Strike.”

“Which are, by the way, insane. I was tempted, I mean, not really, but the way you torched ’em? Hell, James, that’s crazy good.”

“Right?” He smiled and put the points in Arete. Soon as it hit 40, he felt his sense of expansiveness and clarity grow, and took a deep, settling breath. “Let’s see what Aura 7 does to these things.”

“You want to kill a few more?”

“What I really want to do is figure out what they’re doing.” James frowned up and down the street. “Without getting swarmed. We can get out of one more scrape before we’re running low on power.”

“Well, I don’t hang out with you because you’re boring. Sure. But when we’re done, let’s hit up Herman’s. I want to check in on him and grab a drink.”

“Sounds good.” He fetched the rebar. Other than being slicked in ichor, it was undamaged. The thing was durable, but not quite right. Maybe it had to be longer? There had to be a way to get the Nemeses from sliding down its length. A crossbar, two feet down from the top?

“There’s a distance at which they don’t bother us,” said James. “If we move slowly, maybe we can find that threshold and not cross it.”

“And if we cross it?”

“At that point, we probably run like hell.”

“Right, ’cause we’re so much faster than them.” She frowned. “Though I guess I could just trip you up. I don’t need to be faster than them, just you.”

“Nice.” James led the way down the block. “I’m feeling all warm and fuzzy now.”

She laughed. “I always thought I had that effect on people. Weird how friends never stuck around.”

“Super weird,” said James distractedly, slowing as he reached the street corner. The whole area was residential, and the cross street went straight through the demon symbol’s three-block radius.

Nemesis 2s were gliding past. James pressed against the wall and watched them descend the sides of buildings, emerge from an alley halfway down the next block, and drift through the intersection. All with the same mask, the same expression, their scythe-arms opening and closing dreamily, their movements insectile.

A dozen, easy.

One passed down the far side of the street, and as it drew abreast of them it turned to stare.

James’s breath caught. It was maybe twenty yards away. It slowed as if considering them, then continued heading toward the dead blocks.

James slowly exhaled. “Maybe the don’t-fuck-with-us radius is just outside their manifestation range.”

“Maybe you’re just making shit up.”

“Probably.” He rippled his fingers along the ax haft. “Ready to take a peek?”

“This is so stupid. And I’m sober.” Serenity blew a lock of hair out of her face. “The old me would never, ever have believed I’d do something like this without being high on at least three different substances.”

“Glad it’s the new you that’s with me.” He smiled grimly. “I’ve got a hunch. They don’t want to fight, or at least, not yet. If we go slow, if we make no sudden movements, we might be able to get a little closer.”

She shrugged. “And they didn’t attack the hummer when we drove right into their territory. I say OK.”

James held her gaze, waited to be absolutely sure, then slipped around the corner.


Chapter 29:

Get Some

James’s breathing sounded impossibly loud. He wasn’t used to this kind of silence. The past few days had been non-stop noise, sirens, shouts, gunshots. A tapestry of continuous panic and the sound of society collapsing.

But it felt as if he was entering a bubble, each footstep crunching, the wind still, all voices absent. The Nemesis 2s drifted forward in perfect silence, climbing walls or leaping down to the street with little more than a scratchy whisper.

Serenity was much quieter than he was. He looked back twice to take comfort from her grim expression, both guns raised, her gaze sweeping back and forth.

They made their way down the block, drawing right up to the dead zone’s perimeter. Here and there James spotted gremlins, but they seemed cowed, unwilling to race forward and cause a scene like children cowed into good behavior by the gravity of a funeral.

Good. Who knew what would happen if he and Serenity started being swarmed?

On they crept, and when they reached the next intersection James sank into a crouch, shoulder to the wall.

The demonic symbol slowly rotated five hundred feet above them in the center of the dead zone, wreathed in purple fire and unintelligible to the eye, a burning series of loops and curves in the night sky.

“You hear that?” whispered Serenity.

James didn’t, so he listened more closely. There. Yes. A faint and continuous whisper, just barely audible. Like wind pouring through a forest canopy in the distance, or… a thousand ants moving over each other in a tight burrow.

James’s skin goosebumped.

Nemesis 2 were crossing the street perpendicular to them for blocks in every direction, black gleaming monstrosities with pale faces sliding into the far shadows. Peering further down their own street, James focused and tried to make out details.

A block into the zone he could see the darkness swarming. Nemesis 2s were moving along the walls slowly, tightly packed together.

“You make out what they’re doing?” asked James.

“Hold on, let me try something.” She raised a Sig and aimed.

He pushed the gun down. “What the fuck are you doing?”

Her eye roll would have done a jaded fifteen-year-old proud. “Jesus, James, you really think I’m going to stir up that shit?”

She raised the gun again, sighting down the barrel. “Deadeye sharpens my vision when I’m aiming. There. It’s like a fucking… what’s it called, a periscope?”

“An aiming sight?” James wasn’t sure. “A telescopic lens?”

“Oh…they’re definitely doing something. Oh—gross.”

“What?”

“They’re covering the side of the building in something. It’s like this… gleaming, wet pink goo.”

James made a disgusted face. “What, like painting it?”

“Yeah, kind of. Like out of their asses. I guess how like spiders shit silk? But they’re shitting this pink pasty stuff and just smearing it on the walls.”

“Weird,” said James. “What the fuck is that for?”

“Maybe they’re nesting?” Serenity strafed the street with her gun. “Oh, hold up. One of them is—oh fuck.”

She lowered the gun, stared, clearly shocked, then raised it again.

James was dying. “What?!”

“One of them has pulled a man out of a window. He’s either dead or unconscious.”

James fought the urge to leap to his feet. “A guy? What are they doing with him?”

“OK, it’s carrying him over to the others who are laying down…” Her face crumpled in disgust and she looked away. “Oh fuck.” Looked back, her face crumpled with disgust. “One of them lifted its mask. Its head is like, a bowl of caviar. They’re feeding the guy into its head, which is…” She gagged, looked down, and forced herself to look back up. “Its head is swelling to the size of the dude. His arm’s sunk into its head. Shoulder. Oh fuck, his head.”

She turned away again.

James stared helplessly down into the dark. “The guy moving? Serenity, is he moving? He alive?”

She pressed the back of her wrist against her mouth, raised her gun, and looked again. “No. He’s still. Halfway in now. There go his legs. He’s gone. The mask is back down. He’s inside it. It’s going back to work with the others.”

She froze.

“Oh shit. Oh shit oh shit oh shit.”

Rose to her feet and backed away a few steps. “James. The pink goo.”

James felt his gorge rise but stayed still. Let the realization sink home, then inhaled deeply through his nose. The shock was sudden, the implications horrifying, and he looked around at all the dark and silent buildings before him with new understanding.

“They’re pasting people over the walls,” he said slowly, speaking the words so he could try and grapple with the truth.

“I’m going to be sick.” Serenity’s sounded like she was about to puke. “Oh god.”

James swallowed deliberately and lowered the fire-ax, so it lay across his knees. “Let’s back up. We need to tell people.”

They retreated slowly, carefully, mindful of the occasional Nemesis 2 that appeared, some of them even curving away from them so they’d not come too close. Reached the beginning of the block and started striding briskly away.

James’s thoughts were spinning. How many of the symbols were there in NYC? Was it hundreds? Across all five boroughs? He didn’t think he’d heard of an accurate count, though the military had to know.

And in each of them, under the eyes of the monitors…

James took up his radio. “Mancini.”

“Kelly.”

“The Nemesis 2s are covering the buildings with digested people. We could use a ride out of here.”

There was a long pause.

“Location?”

James told him about the intersection up ahead.

“There in three.”

Serenity had stopped and was leaning against the wall, staring out at nothing. Her gaze was hollowed out, her face pallid.

“Hey,” said James, moving close. “You still with me?”

“Why?” She focused on him. “Why are they doing that? Just because they run on nightmare fuel?”

“I don’t know.” James couldn’t even begin to come up with an answer. “But maybe you were right. Maybe they’re nesting.”

“In a nest made from people?” She laughed, the sound tinged with hysteria. “I mean, there’s better building material out there, James. We don’t traditionally make houses of people for a goddamn reason.”

“I know.” He stepped closer. “Let’s just get out of here, OK?”

“Its head. The way it… I mean, it was like… that guy…”

“Shh.” James pulled her into his arms clumsily, still holding the ax and rebar, holding her tight as he scanned the street and buildings. “Enough for now. Let’s get the fuck out of here. We can file this report and go get a drink, yeah? What do you say to a whiskey at Herman’s?”

She pressed her brow to his shoulder and for a few moments just shivered, her arms crossed tightly over her chest, guns sticking out on each side as if she were about to execute a no-look trick shot. Finally, she nodded against him and stepped back, her cheeks wet with tears, her stare wide and horrified and shocked. “Yeah. Herman’s. The sooner the better.”

Headlights cut through the gloom and the hummer pulled into sight. James gave Serenity a nudge and they jogged over and climbed into the back.

“Let’s get out of here,” said James.

Serenity focused on putting her guns away, then crossed her arms and leaned against James, gaze focused on the street unrolling out the back view over the tailgate.

“James.” Mancini was looking back at him. “What you said…”

“Serenity saw it. She got Deadeye, could see them with greater clarity. They’re… one of them brought out a guy. We think he was dead. Fed it to another, which joined its buddies.”

Serenity tensed.

“They’re laying down pink goo over the building. Using people as the…” James struggled to find the right word. Even Singh was staring at him in horror through the rear-view mirror, his eyes wide.

“What the everlasting fuck,” whispered Delvecchio. “Sarge, let’s go back there and start blasting.”

“Fuck that,” said Huffman. “Time to start calling in artillery.”

Mancini was frowning at James, less horrified or shocked than the others, but clearly trying to process. “We got word while you were on foot. Command’s sending in drones to investigate, bunch of—”

“Watch out—!” screamed Huffman, flinging out a hand toward the windshield as Singh looked back out, a Nemesis 2 appearing in the headlights, a flash of porcelain, inky black carapace, scythe-arms rising to slam down on the hood just before they slammed into it.

Singh yelled and slammed on the gas.

The Nemesis 2 pinned to the front, right there and staring at them, it withdrew one bladed arm from the hood and slammed it through the windshield, plunging it through the glass and into Singh’s chest, out the back of his seat.

“Fuck!” shouted Mancini, reaching for the wheel as Singh lost control.

The back of the hummer clipped a parked car as it turned. Delvecchio was bringing his SAW up, Serenity drawing her Sig Sauers, but the hummer bounced back out of the hit. The hummer hit another Nemesis 2 while the first disappeared under the front, raking its scythe-arms down the front, carving metal, then the front left corner slammed down, the tire gone, and the hummer flipped.

Everything seemed to slow.

Serenity’s eyes widened and she leaped out the back of the hummer as it rose into the air, her grace balletic, clearing the tailgate as her back arched, a Sig in each hand, out into the gyring world. Delvecchio roared as he flew into James, his SAW cracking James in the face.

They rotated and crashed top down onto the parked line of cars. The canvas roof crumpled immediately, and James was crushed against the parked car beneath them for an agonizing second before the hummer seesawed back up, then with a groan of tortured metal slid down sideways onto the street.

“Argh,” said Singh. White light blazed from his chest, shimmered around him, encasing him in platinum fire, and then washed away.

James shook his head, cleared away the ringing, then followed Huffman out the back.

Serenity was unleashing her Sigs.

James stood on shaky legs, oriented himself, grateful for his prodigious strength, wishing he had higher Stamina, then froze.

They’d bulldozed through a pack of Nemesis 2s who’d been coming down the center of the street. Three or four of them had been bowled over, some with shattered limbs, but others had drawn back, leaped onto the sides of buildings, and were staring at them with those sneering visages.

Serenity had somehow landed on her feet and was rising and turning from her crouch as she fired burning gray rounds into the Nemesis 2s around her.

Huffman opened fire, M4 blazing regular green tips at the closest Nemesis which reared back and oriented on her.

James had enough juice left for one Sacred Strike. He had to make it count. The side of his head was throbbing, something was off with his hip, but fuck, no time for that.

Raising his fire-ax he turned, trying to gauge which was coming first. No rebar. The Nemesis 2s on the walls were watching, those who’d been hit by the hummer were climbing to their feet except for one who’d been too fucked up.

Time to get to work.

James ran forward to draw the Nemesis 2 off Huffman only to jerk aside as another one sprang at him from the side, bladed arms pincering, but it hit a wall of gray fire that appeared from nowhere, knocking it back.

Singh standing atop the hummer, gun in one hand, other extended to James.

Shield of motherfucking Faith.

Huffman was backing away. She needed one more level. He had to weaken the demon then let her finish it off.

James ran in, cursed his low Agility, brought his fire-ax behind his head, and then threw it, a double-armed toss. The burning ax rotated through the air and buried itself in the Nemesis 2’s chest, sinking deep.

It staggered and dropped to one knee.

“Huffman!” shouted James. “Finish it!”

A blast of M4 fire, Huffman moving forward now, rifle to her shoulder, pinpoint aiming at the demon’s head, the rounds slammed home, the head burst apart, and Huffman let out a scream of primal victory.

James had no time to wait. He tore his ax free and then Delvecchio entered the fray, his SAW going all out.

White fire sprayed across the street, seven hundred rounds per minute, cutting across the Nemesis 2s, his shout barely audible over the cacophony, “Get some! Get some! Get some!”

A grenade detonated on the far wall, blowing a Nemesis 2 right off its perch in a billow of flame and smoke. Singh loaded another grenade smoothly and paused only to summon his shield next to Delvecchio to fend off another Nemesis 2 attack, blocking the charge completely.

Serenity ejected both mags, patted her chest, drew out a last mag, and loaded it.

Two Nemeses on the walls, three on the street.

Singh fired another grenade.

One Nemesis on the wall.

Delvecchio dropped the drum, grabbed a second, and knelt to load.

The Nemeses converged on him.

James ran to intercept. Six long steps, out wide, and the angle was just right—

Sacred Strike.

He unleashed a gout of white flame that swept over the first and charred the one just past it. The first wheeled, then came clacking and reaching for him, but he swung his ax like a baseball bat, Smite leaving a trail of gray flame in the air behind it, and shattered its mask and the structural integrity of its head.

Mancini and Huffman both concentrated their fire on the third Nemesis 2 that was converging on Delvecchio, but now Huffman’s fire blazed with Smite and drove the monster back, causing it to rise to its rear two legs as it tried to slash at the rounds before toppling over backwards.

Pain, explosive, lifting James right off his feet, tearing him in half. He looked down and saw a scythe blade emerging from his chest, its wicked point having burst out of his sternum.

The limb folded, brought him around so that he was face to face with that horrific mask, that sneering frown. He’d lost his grip on the ax and flung out his fist to try for a Sacred Strike, but he was all out of juice.

His aura was ashing it, warping its frame, blackening its mask, faster than before, but it hadn’t been enough to keep the demon completely off him.

Damn, thought James. Shoulda…

Serenity leaped up onto the demon’s back. Somehow she balanced on its abdomen, riding it as it skittered around to dislodge her. She grabbed it by the top of the head, fingers curling down its brow, yanked it back and shot up into its skull, emptying the mag. The front of its face blew out in great oily chunks and all the life went out of it.

They all collapsed to the ground.

Delvecchio’s SAW roared back to life.

James had to get off its limb. He grabbed it with both hands, ignoring how the blade cut into his palms, and levered himself off.

He was dying. Felt the strength flooding out of him, his pulse pumping blood out, but he focused, summoned his sheets, and used an Aeviternum point.

White healing light flooded over him, washed away the pain, healed his wounds, left him hale and bursting with vitality, every whisper of pain erased.

His ax was a yard away. James scrambled over and snatched it up. A grenade detonated along with the shattering sound of two windows being destroyed.

Gunfire began to ease off.

James looked around. Serenity was turning in a slow circle, out of ammo, her face a livid expression of loathing and hate. Huffman was panting, grinning, Delvecchio putting up his SAW. Singh was still atop the overturned hummer, Mancini on the road before him.

Around them lay the corpses of seven Nemesis 2s, an eighth trapped under the car.

“Holy shit,” said Delvecchio. “Level, baby.”

“Level,” said Singh.

Huffman’s shout was rich with savage delight. “Level, fucking finally.”

Mancini couldn’t resist a grin. “Same. Serenity, James?”

“Gonna need to kill a few more,” said Serenity. “And bigger guns. These Sigs are beautiful, but I need something with more punch and ammo.”

James lowered his ax. The joy from the fireteam was infectious, but then his grin died on his face.

Dozens of Nemesis 2s were moving past them along the rooftops, turning their faces to watch, but not stopping, not bothering to engage.

He turned and stared up at the burning symbol, studying its hateful purple hue and how it was reflected in the cloud cover.

“Good work, everyone.” He propped his ax over his shoulder. “But now we need to figure out how to take that thing down.”


Chapter 30:

Trust

The hummer was wrecked, so Mancini radioed in and was told he needed to hoof it down to the NYCEM, a distance of about four miles.

“We can make that in an hour if we go carefully,” said Mancini, putting his radio away. “Nothing we’re not used to.”

“Let me guess,” said Serenity. “They want us to come in for more meetings?”

“A debrief, yes. What you saw the Nemesis 2s doing…” Mancini trailed off, expression bleak.

Serenity laughed, the sound jagged. “It’s three in the morning, I’ve been sober for longer than I can remember, and now we need to go back for more meetings? I’m starting to understand what the real horror of this apocalypse is.”

“Decisions are going to be made,” said Mancini. “You’ll want to be there.”

“Decisions are never made,” said Serenity. “Other than to have more meetings to discuss making future decisions.”

James stepped up beside her. “Hey.”

She turned and stared at him, her expression a mixture of hostile, lost, furious, and devastated. He held her gaze, hand on her shoulder, and just took in what he was seeing.

He’d seen it before.

Far too many times.

Some people deteriorate on the street. It grinds them down. The endless litany of small indignities punctuated by sharp moments of violence or abuse. A gradual erosion of their sense of self, the implosion of their pride, the allure of temptation, of drugs or booze or theft or violence.

James had come to recognize a certain look. Folks would get it just before things got really dark, as if some instinctual part of them realized they were about to lose their bearings forever. Or, at least, that’s how it felt in the moment, because there were no forevers on the street.

A look that warned that something fundamental about them was about to snap like a slender twig between their fingers. One more push and they’d go over the edge, accept the offered needle, shoplift stupidly, and consider walking out into the night without any intention of coming back.

He saw it now in Serenity’s eyes. Her basic humanity had been wounded by what she’d seen. She was close to the edge. Needed to process, to vent, to get that evil out of her system. Dragging her to the NYCEM would be a catastrophe.

“James?” Her voice was somewhere between a plead and a whisper. “Let’s just go to Herman’s, yeah?”

“Yeah,” he said heavily, and her relief was like the rising sun, tears brimming immediately in her eyes as she fought to smile and not cry with relief. “We haven’t checked in on Herman in a few days.”

“That’s right.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her wrist. “We haven’t. Can't forget our friends.”

Mancini stared at him, but the young man’s preternatural maturity and wisdom, earned no doubt in ways James couldn’t fathom in Afghanistan, led him to only nod his head in acceptance. “Let’s get moving, then. We’ll stay together for as long as possible.”

They jogged slowly along the sidewalk. They weren’t the only ones out. Here and there they saw groups or individuals out hunting. More than a few were cautiously aura-trawling gremlins, wary of the Nemesis 2s but determined to level. Others were moving in bands, some armed with machetes, others with baseball bats, a few with pistols.

All had the same hard-bitten look of determination.

Humanity on the rebound.

Mancini led them at a mile-eating jog, slow and steady along the sidewalk, and they’d greet other folks with a wave but rarely stop to talk.

A couple of miles later they reached Washington Avenue, which Serenity indicated was where they’d split.

“We’ll be at the NYCEM,” said Mancini. “Keep your phone charged. I’ll text updates, will only call if it’s urgent.”

“I’ll spend an Aeviternum at dawn,” said James. “Probably drop by after that. I’ll need to coordinate with Jessica for the morning’s meet ’n’ greet.”

“Sounds good.” Mancini forced a smile. “Enjoy the drinks.”

The fireteam said their goodbyes and jogged off.

“Well,” said Serenity brightly. “Looks like we’re off duty. Shall we?”

They jogged south, another twenty minutes of Brooklyn blocks, some looking weirdly normal, untouched by the invasion, others looking more like war zones with crashed cars and shattered windows. Gremlins bounded out of the shadows to assault them, and occasionally they built up a real following, but then they’d simply stop and let the wave burn itself out, the gremlins hissing and spitting and clawing as they ashed six or seven feet away.

James watched them die. Hard to believe he’d been terrified of them once. Had run in abject fear of his first gremlin what felt like a lifetime ago. Hundreds upon hundreds emerged from the shadows to assault them, but neither of them gained a level.

“Guess we’ve graduated to bigger things,” said Serenity.

It was past four when they reached Herman’s. James had quietly wondered if the place would even be open, if Herman would feel enough attachment to the bar to keep it going when the rest of the world was falling apart, but Serenity was confident.

“He lives above the bar. It’s either open, or he’ll open it for us.”

It wasn’t open. The lights were out, the door closed. Serenity frowned, cupped her hands to her mouth, and yelled with brazen disregard for the hour: “Herm! Wake up!”

James flinched.

This was the kind of behavior that got you worked over by the cops.

“Herm!”

A light lit up behind the blinds of a ground-floor window, and then they rolled up to reveal a bleary-eyed Herman. The old man actually wore a nightcap. “Jesus wept, Serenity. You know I need my sleep.”

“Been a hell of a night,” she said, her grin overly wide. “I can’t begin to tell you. Can we score a drink?”

He glowered at her.

Serenity clasped her hands together under her chin and looked up at him. “Please?”

Her voice quavered, and James heard her desperate need.

So did Herman, because he grudgingly relented. “Fine, fine. I’ll be right down. Jesus Christ.”

A moment later the bar door unlocked and Serenity rushed down the steps to hug the old man who protested and shoved her away. “Hey, this ain’t that kind of party. Now, look. I’m going back to bed. Keep the front door locked, don’t let anyone else in, and leave the keys on the bar when you go. We clear?”

“Scouts honor,” said Serenity. “Promise.”

Herman looked James up and down. “You look better in real clothes.”

“Feel better, too. Thanks, Herman.”

“Bah, it’s the end of the world. Fuck it.” The old wandered off into the back of the joint, unlocked another door, and disappeared upstairs.

“Ours!” Serenity threw her arms open wide and beamed at the dingy bar. “Finally, we have our queendom.”

James slid onto a barstool. “I used to have this funny dream. There’d be a siren, everybody rushing down the street, but only I knew it was a false alarm. I’d walk against the crowd and enter a bar, a big, beautiful joint, a thousand bottles stretching all the way to Heaven. I’d be the only one in there, had it all to myself.”

“Well,” said Serenity, ducking under the bar to pop up on the other side, “that makes this better than a dream ’cause you got me here. Shots? Whiskey? I make a mean mojito."

“Whiskey,” said James. There weren’t that many bottles left on the shelves, but Serenity poked around and came up with a bottle of Monkey Shoulder. She poured him three fingers, poured herself the same, and slid his glass over.

“What shall we drink to?” Again with the false cheer. “Everything I can think of is nightmare fuel.”

“To good friends,” said James, clinking his glass against hers.

Serenity lifted her glass and kept drinking. Her throat bobbed and when she slammed the glass down it was empty. She uncorked the bottle and refilled it.

“Goddamn, I was needing that.”

James sipped, watched, and said nothing.

“And—thank you. For coming with. Fucking Arete’s making it hard for me to not completely forget the bigger picture, like how it was probably a bad idea for you to skip out on the meetings, but fuck, we’re not machines, you know?”

James nodded.

“I mean, maybe the military’s all desensitized to this shit, but a week ago all I was thinking about was how I was going to earn enough money for a new coat and to keep my drug habit chugging along. Now?” She laughed brokenly, studying her glass. “Now? It’s like, Arnold Schwarzenegger in The Predator all day every day.”

“Good movie.”

“And I like guns, sometimes I even hoped something like gremlins would show up so I could just blast them to pieces, but this?” She raised an eyebrow at James. “This is… it doesn’t stop. And I’m not a machine. Even if I’m faster now, and like a sniper shot, and can leap out of crashing hummers like it’s some slow-motion ballet or Trinity from The Matrix.”

James nodded his agreement and sipped.

“I mean, I know we don’t have time to have a breakdown, but fuck, how am I supposed to see what… what I saw, and not get a drink?” She tossed her whiskey back, swallowed mightily, and refilled her glass with grim deliberation.

“Because you know what I can’t stop thinking about? It’s, like, what if that guy wasn’t dead?” She stared at James, tears filling her eyes. “What if he was paralyzed? He didn’t look wounded. What if… I mean, what if that thing ate him while he was still alive, and he could feel it, sliding inside it, into its…to be…”

She bowed her head and her knuckles whitened around the glass.

“Yeah,” breathed James. “Been trying not to think about it.”

“And the thing is, this is happening everywhere, right? Wherever there’s one of those symbols? New York, Atlanta, LA, Chicago, Miami, in fucking, like…” She trailed off, trying to think. “In like, Kansas City? Or London, Paris, Hong Kong, Sydney, China, everywhere.” She blinked at him. “This is happening everywhere. People are being fed to Nemesis 2s right now. This very second. And maybe they’re not dead. Maybe there are, like, a million people this very second screaming in absolute terror as they feel themselves… as they…”

James reached out and put his hand over her own.

“No!” She snatched her hand back. “I mean, I’m OK!” She glared at him, wild-eyed. “I mean—”

“You don’t have to be anything.”

“Of course I do.” Her expression began to crumple. “I have to stop being the world’s biggest fuck-up and become, like, a super soldier in less than a week, and super chill about it all, just feeling nothing and shooting demons like I was born for this, like this was my destiny, and I don’t know…” Her eyes were wide, her pupils dilated, her face pale. “I don’t know if I can do this, James.”

That last came out a whisper.

James held her gaze, frowning, listening.

She blinked, focused on him. “I’m not this cool killer lady I’ve been pretending to be. I mean, I tricked myself too there for a while, actually thought to myself, Hey, Serenity, you can be the funny chick, joking about shit and letting nothing touch you, but what the fuck? What the actual fuck? I’m so out of my depth it makes me want to scream.”

“We all are.”

“You’re not. You’re cool as a fucking cucumber, like you were born to play this role. And I’ve been trying, I’ve been trying so hard, but seeing that man… and, I mean, what’s going to happen next? We’re just getting started. How much worse is it going to get? Eighty-five days till the Pits open, and we’re already at demons covering buildings in human paste?!”

“Yeah.” James stared down at his whiskey. “I hear you.”

“But it doesn’t faze you.” Her tone filled with wonder. “You’re just like an oak tree, solid and with roots that keep you grounded. That used to inspire me, but now it’s infuriating. Why the fuck aren’t you flipping out?”

James frowned, turned his glass around. “I don’t know.”

Her voice turned vicious. “Not good enough. We’ve been through too much shit in too little time for you to not square with me.”

James pursed his lips and nodded. “Maybe it’s because…” He trailed off, trying to put words to his emotions. Dug deep in the way he normally tried to avoid. “Maybe it’s because I lost everything that really mattered to me years ago.” His voice was soft, and Serenity stilled. “In all the ways that mattered, I died when I lost my family. It makes it… easier, I guess, to face these demons as a result.”

“Because you don’t have anything to live for?”

“No, I do. I’ve rediscovered that I care about people. I want to help. I want to kill these demons." He chuckled shakily. "I want all of that pretty badly. But…” Again he trailed off. It felt like trying to choke up a cinder block. He dry swallowed, then took a sip of the whiskey. “I guess I’m not too concerned about myself in this equation. What happens to me. Which makes it easier to face this darkness. I don’t have much to lose.”

The silence drew out. He could feel her staring at him. Felt uncomfortable for even saying that much.

“What happened?” she asked at last. “To your family?”

He’d been asked that question so many times. He felt his shoulders hunch, felt his heart begin to race. Normally this was where he deflected the question or got up and left. But he couldn’t. Not this time. He didn’t know what he and Serenity were becoming. Friends? War companions? Something more? But either he trusted her with his pain, or he didn’t, and that would determine everything that came after.

“A guy broke into our house while I was at work.” A wash of heat flooded through him, and his hands suddenly felt jittery, his chest tight. His throat cramped up, and it took a serious drink from the whiskey to loosen it up. “He killed my daughters, then raped and killed my wife.”

There. He’d said it. His heart had expanded to the size of a drum, was pounding, pounding, and his skin prickled all over. He’d said those words maybe a dozen times over the last seven years, and only twice when not absolutely hammered.

He’d regretted sharing his past every single time.

Serenity didn’t respond immediately. When she did, her tone was bleak. “I’m so sorry, James.”

“Yeah.” He sat up straight, took up the bottle of whiskey, and refilled his glass. “Nothing seemed to make sense after that. My boss was great, but there were only so many times I could not show up to work before he had to let me go. I stopped making mortgage payments, so I was evicted. I don’t remember much of that first year on the street. I just kind of wandered around in a daze. Eventually I came back enough to cash out all my retirement plans and drank that away over the following six months, and then… there was nothing. No ties. Nothing.”

“Your friends? Extended family?”

“They learned to let me go.” An old sadness. Old pains. “I didn’t want their pity or to be saved. I just wanted to be left alone. They figured it out, eventually.”

“Oh, James.” Now it was her turn to reach out and put her hand over his.

They remained thus for a long while, neither speaking, till at last James inhaled deeply and forced the pain away. And to his surprise, it wasn’t as devastating as it had always been. It was bad, but it was growing old, or perhaps it was all the horror he’d seen this past week, standing like a misty glass wall between him and his old remorse. He’d seen so much death and horror that his own bereavement felt… familiar. Worn, like an old river stone.

He forced a grim smile at Serenity, who watched him with a complex expression of her own. “So that’s why I think I’ve hung in there so far. All I’ve got left is… I don’t know, like a steady and strong desire to help out while I can. And when my run comes to its end, then…” He shrugged. “Then so be it.”

Serenity nodded, then ducked under the bar and came around to where he sat. He turned to face her, and she hugged him, held him tight, chin on his shoulder.

“Thank you for telling me,” she whispered. “For trusting me. And for as long as you’re around, I’ll be there, too.”

His chest swelled as he heard the promise in her words, and he closed his eyes, holding her tight. Gratitude welled up within him. A warm sensation of growing trust, the hope that maybe, just maybe, he’d found a good person at long last with whom he could face the world.

“Thanks,” he said, voice rough. “Let’s face this shit together.”

Serenity pulled back, tears in her eyes, smile broken, lopsided, but real. “Yeah. Let’s.”


Interludes

Santa Marta Slum, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 4:13 a.m. EST

“João!”

Paulo’s yell was lost in the narrow streets of the slum, in the sound of automatic gunfire, the screams, the wail of the sirens. He ran, machete in hand, his cheap plastic flip-flops smacking his feet as he descended the steep alleyway that twisted between the brick cobbled-together houses, occasionally getting views of the city spread out along the bay far, far below.

The night was warm, and the sea breeze didn’t get this high up the mountain slope. Instead, he smelled trash, raw dirt, diesel, and over it all, death, the stench of blood, of violence, of gunpowder.

He careened around a corner, leaped over a corpse, slowing just enough to make sure it wasn’t his little brother, then ran along the narrow ledge to leap down into the next street and into Lucas’s house, baile funk blaring out the narrow windows, the building three times as tall as it was wide.

The tiny living room was packed. Cinderblock walls were painted a grubby pale blue, benches lined the walls, and a tiny TV was playing Globo News. Lucas was yelling into Antônio’s face, the argument watched by six other young guys, all of them holding weapons.

“Lucas!” Paulo broke in, not caring. “Where’s João?!”

Everybody went quiet. When Paulo spoke, people listened. Even Lucas broke away from his argument long enough to look Paulo up and down. “Where you going with a fucking machete, Paulo? Where’s that machine gun of yours?”

“Where is my little brother?”

One of the other guys in the room spoke up. The youngest there, Carlos.

“I saw him earlier, over at Auntie Cassandra’s shop. He was furious, yelling about how he was going to get revenge for your mother, find the cop who killed her.”

Paulo stepped right into Carlos’s face, making the younger kid shrink back. Few stood up to his glare. “Where was he going?”

“Down to the Michael Jackson,” Carlos said hurriedly, looking away and flushing in anger. “Said he was meeting with the Comando Vermelho, that they were recruiting.”

“Fuck!” Paulo ran to the door.

“Paulo!”

He looked back. Lucas tossed him a big chrome pistol. “If you’re going to get fucked, take a gun, man.”

Paulo caught it. It was Lucas’s favorite, his Colt Anaconda. “Thanks, my friend.”

And he took off.

The Michael Jackson Square was halfway down the slum. His little brother couldn’t be that stupid. Commando Vermelho was bad enough, but the local group here was led by the Rainha Vermelha, a crazy Mãe-de-santo who just barely recruited more new gang members through the baile funk parties than she got killed in gang wars and her own supposed candomblé rituals.

No way João was stupid enough to sign up with her.

A Bicho-papão leaped out of a dark window, its claws extended, black scaly skin gleaming in the toxic orange light streaming through a second-floor window. Paulo yelled in fury and hacked at it with the machete, catching it across the skinny waist and driving it down to the ground, where he head-stomped its skull, smashing its glowing red eyes into the red dirt.

“Bastard!”

He kicked the little corpse and resumed running. AK-47 gunfire split the night further up the slum, and he heard laughter come from a rooftop, then screams.

He was a good runner, and his Speed 12 and Agility 15 allowed him to navigate the steep alley and chaotic slum like a professional parkour guy, making leaps onto roofs then down onto balconies and over streets like in a dream.

Another Bicho-papão came at him, bursting out from under a car, and he shot it with the Colt Anaconda. It exploded into black blood, and Paulo ran on.

There, at last, Michael Jackson Square. The musician had used it once, decades ago, to film part of a music video, and now a metal statue of the musician stood at the square’s edge, arms raised, looking out over the slums and the white lights of the skyscrapers far below, the three other walls covered in graffiti and dedications to the dead man, the open space often used for games or football, but now crowded with the ranks of the Comando Vermelho.

He leaped down some eight yards to land at the foot of one wall, and immediately a dozen scoundrels turned to aim their guns at him.

Paulo rose, hands up, but his eyes were only for the Rainha Vermelha, who stood before Michael Jackson. She was his age and didn’t wear the white gown of a true orixá but checkered black and red dress with a cross-body ammo belt and her black hair done up with a red headdress.

João was there, standing in line with a dozen other young men, all of them tense and obviously signing up.

“The great Paulo.” The Red Queen’s voice was warm with amusement, but he knew that could change in a second. “You change your mind?”

Paulo walked forward. They’d tried to recruit him a dozen times. He was ex-military, commanded respect in the neighborhood for not fucking around, and was known to have killed a guy who tried to rob his grandmother’s house where he lived.

Always he turned them down.

And ever since he'd liberated that M2 Browning .50 cal machine gun from the military police? He'd been too busy cleaning up the slums.

The view from the Michael Jackson Square was stunning. A glittering belt of white and gold light twinkled along the bay, punctuated by black mountains that rose up here and there like teeth, the ocean water a void that stretched to the night sky’s horizon. The city had erupted in panic and violence, and it was said that millions had died over the last few nights, with even the millionaires being torn apart as they drove frantically to the airports.

But that was another world.

All he cared about was his little brother.

“Has he sworn?”

“I have,” blurted out João, stepping forward. “This is my choice. You won’t give me a gun? You won’t go after the police, get revenge for our mother? Then I will!”

Paulo ignored him. Up-nodded to the Queen. “Let him go. Release him from his oath. I’ll take his place.”

The Rainha Vermelha laughed, delighted, the sound half-crazed. “You think it’s that easy? But fine. I’ve always wanted you by my side. But first you have to do something to prove you’re as good as they say.”

João went to protest but fell silent when guards lifted their guns.

“What?” demanded Paulo, voice cold as iron.

“Go hunt one of the Uncles,” she said. “But not with that machine gun of yours. Use just a machete. You bring me back one of their white masks, I’ll let you take your brother’s place.”

Cruel laughter sounded from everyone around them.

It was a suicide mission.

Paulo stared at the Rainha Vermelha, studied her fevered, mad eyes, then nodded. “Fine. An Uncle’s mask by dawn. Nothing but a machete.” He looked to João. “You wanted a gun?” He tossed him the Anaconda. “Here.”

His little brother caught it and stared at him, speechless.

“Good luck, Paulo. You do this, you’ve a bright future with the Comando Vermelho. You’ll be my king.”

“Fuck that,” said Paulo and hefted his machete. “I’m just doing this for my brother.”

He turned and walked away, ignoring the catcalls and his brother’s plaintive shout, the weight of the Rainha’s stare on his back.

And as he disappeared into the darkness, he pulled up his character sheet.

Looked at the bottom row.

No more hesitation. No more second-guessing. No more waiting for someone to point out the ultimate build.

Time to spend those 35 experience points.

* * *

Fushimi Inari Shrine, Sapporo, Japan, 5:13 PM JST

It had all gone horribly wrong.

Matsuzaki Miho shouldered open the tram door and leaped down onto the snowy sidewalk, her kendo bogu bag bouncing heavily against her back, the air fiercely cold, the dirty snow crunching underfoot. The Ropeway Iriguchi Station was an unimpressive intersection in northern Sapporo, and hardly resembled a destination for which so many of them had died to reach.

The remaining members of the Shimabara High School Girls’ Kendo Club leaped down after her. Only three remained, and all were wounded to one degree or another.

Miho glanced back. As the captain of the kendo club, they were her responsibility, and though she had failed the other thirteen members, she would do everything within her power to get them to the Fushimi Inari Shrine where Coach Takeda had gone to pray three days ago.

Himari had her phone out. “It’s only one kilometer to the shrine. Ten minutes if we hurry.”

Yua limped, the bandage around her thigh betraying a crimson blossom, her round face pale and determined. “Don’t wait for me. I will be right behind you.”

Hina, the last off the tram, adjusted her bag on her angular shoulders and stared down at Yua in disgust. “We are the Shimabara High School Girls’ Kendo Club. We will leave nobody behind. Isn’t that right, captain?”

“Yes.” Miho gave her former greatest rival a firm nod and clenched her fist on her wooden sword. It was little more than strips of bamboo tightly bound together, but its length was splotched with black blood stains. “Let us go. Now.”

She led the way, moving as quickly as she thought Yua could handle. This part of town was silent, the heavy white sky pressing low and promising more snow, the five- and six-story buildings that lined the street betraying no signs of life. Here and there she could spot the mountain rising just beyond, heavily forested and still.

Yua fought to keep up. “What if Coach isn’t there? What do we do?”

“He will be,” said Miho, not saying what she really meant. He has to be.

“But if he isn’t?” persisted Yua.

“Coach will be there,” said Hina sharply. “Otherwise he would have returned to the hotel where we were waiting. Enough, Yua.”

Miho tuned out the conversation. The little tengu could appear out of nowhere, leaping like fleas and falling upon you in an instant. Too many of their team had paid for their lack of focus.

The road curved, more trees appeared, high retaining walls on either side of the street, and they passed under a pedestrian bridge that arched overhead into a little neighborhood. The way ahead looked completely rural, with only trees on either side of the street.

“You sure this is the way?” asked Yua from the back of the group, her voice pitched to a plaintive whine.

“Yes,” said Himari firmly, phone held like a talisman before her. “Three more blocks, and the shrine will be on our left.”

Miho slowed. A body lay on the sidewalk ahead, surrounded by slashes of blood that had partially melted the snow. She approached carefully, searching for the tengu that had killed the older woman, but saw no movement.

They’d seen too much death to stop and pay their respects, so one by one they hurried on. Miho felt exhausted, drained of all vitality, yet strode on, only to spin as Yua screamed.

A tengu had appeared on the girl’s back, must have leaped down from the pedestrian bridge, an incredible leap, its mouth planted in her neck as it bit deep.

“Aaaaiiieeee!” screamed Yua, dropping her sword and staggering against the wall.

Miho reacted first. She rushed past the other two, sword rising and cracking down in a men strike, the bunched bamboo hitting the tengu neatly on the skull.

The tengu were fast and incredibly dangerous, but a solid strike could shatter their bones.

The hit was clean, Miho’s power and focus formidable, and the tengu’s skull shattered. It fell off Yua, who slid down the cement wall as her blood washed down her chest.

“Yua!” Himari covered her mouth with her hand, frozen.

Miho put her feelings away and crouched before the wounded girl. Too much blood was coming out. Her artery had been cut.

There was nothing they could do for her.

“Miho?” Yua’s eyes were liquid with pain and terror. “Miho, help.”

Miho set her sword down and took Yua’s hands. “Think of your parents, Yua. Think of Tenaka back home.”

Yua began to shiver violently, her pale face growing paler.

“Think of Tenaka. Do you see him?”

“Yes,” whispered the other girl.

“He’s smiling,” said Miho. “He’s happy to see you. He’s holding flowers. You are going to spend time with him. Do you see him?”

“Yes,” whispered Yua, even fainter, and then she blinked once, twice, and went still.

Miho felt a knot form in her throat. She wanted to remain crouched and still, but she had to keep moving.

They had to reach the shrine.

“Oh my God,” whispered Himari.

Miho picked up her bamboo sword. “Let’s go.”

Hina tore her eyes away from the corpse of their friend and gave a jerky nod. “Ready.”

Himari’s hands were shaking, but she raised the phone and pointed down the empty street. “This way.”

Miho strode on.

Himari had been right. Three blocks later the trees on the left gave way to more buildings, a quiet residential block. They passed brick homes, brutalist concrete residences, two restaurants, and then there were the crimson Tori gates, stark and beautiful in the snow, protecting the cement path that led gently uphill to the hidden shrine.

“We’re almost there,” said Miho, looking twice before crossing the street and stepping up onto the path. “Hurry.”

Hina and Himari hurried after her, and together they jogged up the path, the city falling away, the snow thick and fluffy and lining the black curved tops of the Tori gates.

A Shinto shrine. Miho was an atheist, but she fervently hoped that if there were such a thing as kami that they had kept the tengu at bay. That against all odds the demons were fearful of this ancient shrine.

The path rose and rose, passing under endless crimson gates. Miho saw movement off to one side, then the other; tengu were tracking them through the narrow strip of forest that insulated the shrine from the residential buildings.

“There are so many!” wailed Himari. “What are they all doing here?”

The tengu were converging on the path, grinning their needle teeth as if aware of something Miho had missed.

“Run,” she hissed, and the two girls broke into a sprint.

The tengu chittered and came bounding out of the forest.

Miho swung her sword, not seeking to kill but simply keep the tengu away; her years of training allowed her to strike true and strong, and she batted one tengu out of the air after another.

Himari screamed from behind her, and then went abruptly silent.

Miho felt a spasm of horror but knew that to stop was to be overrun.

The Tori gates came to an end, and the trees pulled back to reveal two flights of cement steps rising through a massive Tori gate which framed the shrine behind low decorative stone walls.

The steps and clearing were covered with countless tengu corpses, all cleaved with impeccable skill in twain.

“He’s here!” shouted Miho, racing over the corpses to the base of the steps. There she turned to look back.

Hina was powering toward her, but three tengu had landed on her back, her shoulder, her sword arm.

Hina. The new girl that had joined their club that year, so aloof, so tall, so intense, so talented. For most of the year they had been rivals but had finally bonded over their win earlier that week at the Sapporo tournament.

“Go!” shouted Hina, dropping to one knee and propping herself up with her sword. “Run, Miho!”

A cold chill flooded through Miho as a tengu dragged its claws across Hina’s throat, silencing her forever.

Hundreds were bounding toward her.

Only her heightened stats allowed her to outrun them and fend them off as she went. Speed 15(19), Agility 20(22), Power 15(17), Stamina 13, Strength 10(12). All she had been able to increase with her four gained levels.

She smashed the skull of another leaping tengu, her sword moving of its own accord, and a message flashed before her eyes:

Your rank is now Basic 5

You may select an Empowerment: Floating Shield | Great Strike | Enhancement

Your choice of Empowerment is your first step in determining your class.

You may now purchase Infinity points

You have 5 unspent points.

Up she flew, her feet barely touching the cement steps, right up to the shrine’s huge doors.

They stood closed.

“Coach Takeda!” her cry rose over the hisses and giggles of the tengu. “Coach Takeda!”

There was no time to wait for the coach to open the doors. Only her heightened agility and strength allowed her to pierce the broad gap between the two doors with her sword and lift the crossbar before she slammed into the wooden panels. She bounced off, the crossbar crashing to the stone floor within, yanked open one door and stepped inside, pulling the door closed behind her as did so. A quick heft, and the crossbar was in place.

She could have practiced that maneuver a thousand times in her old life and never been able to execute it so smoothly.

Tengu hit the door like a hundred bags of rice being hurled from a cannon.

Miho caught her breath and gazed around the shrine. Everything was as it should be but for the man who sat cross-legged on the floor, a naked blade across his lap, head bowed.

“Coach!” She fell to her knees before him and pressed her brow to the stone. “Coach Takeda, I’ve found you.”

Tears brimmed in her eyes, and she held the post till she could master herself, could bring her raging emotions of relief and joy back under her icy domination.

The Coach remained silent, allowing her to save her honor by not attempting to console her.

Finally, she rose to sit on her heels. She didn’t wipe away the tears, but looked expectantly at the old man, who hadn’t moved all this time.

He was dead.

The knowledge slid into her heart like a cold blade.

His wiry body, always so fiercely energized, had once seemed as indomitable as his will. Now it was scored with countless bites and cuts. He sat in a pool of dried blood, his body stiff, his chin resting on his chest, having maintained perfect posture right up until the moment of his death.

He’d written something in his own blood on the flagstone before him. Written it upside down, so it would face whoever entered the shrine.

His jisei, his death poem.

For a time

I burned.

Now, ashes.

Then, below it, in a more ragged hand:

Forgive me.

The tengu rattled and clawed at the door, battered at the shutters.

Miho bowed her head, her mind empty, all her will having been expended to reach this final point.

And now?

From outside she heard the chitters and hissing laughter of the tengu.

No decision was made. She simply began to move.

Miho unslung her pack, opened it, and methodically set about donning her kendo armor. Piece by piece, the motions smooth, unfurling straps, tying the tare around her waist, tying the gently curved breastplate do over her stomach and chest, then drawing out her head bandanna with the school’s motto on it: The Spirit and Skill are One Body. She wrapped this around her head, then paused.

Her bamboo sword was splintered and almost useless.

Slowly, cautiously, she looked at Coach Takeda’s sword. He had wiped it scrupulously clean. It gleamed in the low light, its edge rippled and wickedly sharp. His family blade. He had brought it here for inscrutable reasons of his own. A vow from his youth, he had said.

“Sensei,” she whispered, bowing her head low. “I pray that I do not offend, but I believe you would give me your blessings.”

Carefully, reverently, she reached out and took hold of the ancient blade. It was light but felt good in her hands, a beautiful instrument of death. Coach had never spoken of it, but the club had passed down the rumors from generation of students to the next: the blade was a national treasure, and Coach had refused numerous museums the right to put it on display.

How many warriors had wielded it over the centuries?

And now it had come to her, Matsuzaki Miho, Captain of the Shimabara High School Girls’ Kendo Club.

A sense of rightness washed over her. She laid the blade across her knees and closed her eyes.

Slowly, with great care and clarity, she whispered the kendo creed:

“The purpose of practicing Kendo is:

To mold the mind and body,

To cultivate a vigorous spirit,

And through correct and rigid training,

To strive for improvement in the art of Kendo,

To hold in esteem human courtesy and honor,

To associate with others with sincerity,

And to forever pursue the cultivation of oneself.

This will make one be able:

To love her country and society,

To contribute to the development of culture

And to promote peace and prosperity among all peoples.”

With the last word spoken, she reached for her men, the great enclosing helm, and rested it over her head. It sat lightly upon her shoulders, stiff and fierce, her vision now filtered through the horizontal steel bars that attached to the vertical centerline that ran from chin to brow. She methodically tied the ribbons behind her head, and then inhaled deeply and closed her eyes.

Only then did she summon her character sheet. She considered all her options, but really there was only one Empowerment she could choose.

She focused on the power and made it hers.

Quickly, carefully, she spent five points on Speed, raising it to 20(24) and giving her Agility a two-point boost, bringing it to the same.

Mind calm, focus total, she moved to the front doors and lifted the crossbar free, tossing it aside. She pulled the doors opened and stared out at the snowy shrine steps and clearing.

Hundreds, no, thousands of tengu were gathered.

They paused at the sight of her.

Snow fell slowly in large, fat flakes.

In that stillness she grasped her master’s blade and raised it in a salute. Gray fire burst down its gently curved length, and then she lowered it and entered her fighting stance.

A thousand tengu narrowed their eyes.

“Hajime,” she whispered, and burst forward.


Chapter 31:

Getting Our Own Crew Together

James and Serenity texted Jessica and headed down to the NYCEM. No buses were running, dawn was on the horizon, and the air was thick with the pungent, cottony smell of an unseen fire. In the end they’d not had enough to get trashed, just enough to keep them warm and alive and able to inhabit the new space they’d created between them. By the time they reached downtown Brooklyn and the futuristic headquarters of the Emergency Management department, the eastern horizon was brightening, and James saw his Aeviternum points replenish.

“I’m tempted to go in there buzzed,” he rumbled, arm linked through Serenity’s. “No filter, just tell ’em what I think.”

“You do anyways.”

“Hmm.” They stopped just outside the security check point, and James realized he was reluctant to use his point to refresh himself. “I’m starting to appreciate the psychological benefits to just checking out for six or so hours. Part of me doesn’t want to get all bright-eyed and eager for more.”

“I hear you.” Serenity hunched her shoulders. “Though let’s have this conversation inside where it’s not freezing?”

James frowned and spent the point. He was as sharp right now as an old razor blade. No point in showing up if he wasn’t going to make a difference.

His body glimmered with white light as the Aeviternum worked its magic, and the fuzziness, the buzz, the aches, the deep-seated fatigue from voyaging into profound emotional depths, it all eased and washed away.

But he still felt worn out on what might have been a spiritual level. The things he’d seen last night, the horrors, the conversations, the old pain he’d dredged up. Aeviternum couldn’t refresh his soul.

Still, it was better than diner coffee.

James squared his shoulders, approached the checkpoint, and presented his expired driver’s license. It was sufficient; they were waved through, and Jessica was waiting for them, as always, on the curb outside the front doors.

“You ever go home?” asked Serenity, but it wasn’t as pointed a question as before; James thought he heard more teasing warmth in her voice than defensive exasperation.

“Home?” Jessica adjusted her rimless glasses. “What is this home you speak of? But seriously, Aeviternum is a godsend. I used my sole point around four last night, it just replenished, and I should be good for another five hours before I use it again. I’ve gotten a lot done.”

“I’m sure you have,” said James. “How are you holding up, otherwise?”

Jessica hesitated as if unsure how to answer, then smiled tightly. “I’m fine. Keeping busy is an excellent coping method. Now, a lot has happened over the past five hours. I’m glad you finally showed up.”

“Like what?” asked James mildly.

“The military has made extensive use of drones to investigate the Nemesis 2 activities. Your report coincided with dozens more coming in from across the country, and several hundred from around the world. We have ample footage of their…” Jessica paused, clearly trying to find the most clinical term.

“Eating people and using them as cement,” said Serenity flatly.

“Yes.” Jessica grimaced. “That. The consensus is universal: they must obviously be stopped, but infrared footage shows that the people trapped in the buildings with them are still alive.”

Serenity clutched James’s arm. “No.”

Jessica grimaced again. “Yes. Which precludes major military action until we can establish whether those people can be rescued. There was a very vocal political minority led by the mayor that just wanted to destroy the blocks beneath each demon symbol with carpet bombing or worse, but we’ve since reached a consensus that we must extract and examine at least one victim before determining the best course of action.”

“There must be millions of them across the country,” said James. “We’d have to wipe out all the Nemesis 2s by hand before the bigger waves arrive as reinforcements.”

“Which is why they’re planning major armored assaults early this afternoon before the Second Wave is slated to hit. I’ll let the military explain the nature of the assault, but they don’t want the Department of Ranking Citizens to be involved.”

“Why not?” demanded Serenity.

“They want to run the assault on their terms. I think… my guess is that they simply don’t want civilians involved. That they want to execute a clean attack that they have complete control over, without having to accommodate random powers they’re not used to using.”

James frowned. “I can see that. They certainly have the firepower to pull this off without us.” He considered. “Doesn’t mean I want to sit on the sidelines, though.”

“I didn’t think you would. It’s why I’ve put together a tentative schedule for your day.” Jessica turned her tablet around so he could see her calendar. “You’ve got meetings with different groups, primarily military, up till ten, and then we’re heading down to the Marriott to hold our first DRC meeting. If that goes well, I thought we could put together an investigative team of our own, and you could lead a DRC assault on an unattended symbol.”

Serenity’s expression was wry. “You did, did you.”

“I did. We cannot afford to be sidelined. If the DRC is to become a viable authority and means of confronting what’s to come, we have to establish our bona fides up front, and that means proving we’re as capable as the US military when it comes to launching assaults on demon strongholds.”

“That’s a big ‘if,’” said James. “I’d need to feel comfortable with these new people before ‘leading’ them anywhere. How about we take it one step at a time?”

Jessica pulled her tablet back. “Of course. It was a conditional statement on purpose. But I have a strong sense that we can’t allow ourselves to be sidelined. Global supply chains are breaking down left and right and were it not for half the population’s ability to create Manna, we’d already be facing a food shortage. But my real fear is that we rely on the military right up until ammunition runs out, and then even more powerful demons show up and we don’t have a sufficiently powerful DRC to handle them.”

“Good point. Though the military would have a ton of ranked up people by then,” said James.

“Yes and no. It’s been discovered that killing Nemeses via digital or electronic means does not result in leveling. Dropping bombs, or indirectly controlling guns attached tanks or helicopters means those kills are in effect wasted.”

“No shit,” said Serenity. “So, it has to be, what? Mechanical?”

“That’s the going theory, yes.” Jessica curled a strand of blonde hair behind one ear. “There must be a direct mechanical link between your action and the demon’s death. Pulling a trigger, swinging a baseball bat, using Smite, an arrow, whatever. But the moment the death is separated from the killer by remote or electronic means, that channel that provides leveling is severed.”

“Shit,” said James. “So carpet bombing the Nemesis 2s all to hell would actually set us back in the long run.”

“Precisely my concern. Each Nemesis 2 comes from a single person. The number of eligible manifesters, or whatever we want to call them, is dropping rapidly with each successive generation of demons, and if we don’t harvest their power ourselves, we’ll be unable to fight the Nemesis 3s and so on.”

James pursed his lips and nodded thoughtfully. “Sufficient reason right there for us to keep the DRC relevant.”

Jessica smiled. “Walk and—”

“Talk?” Serenity disengaged her arm from James and slipped it through Jessica’s instead. “Oh honey, we need to get you out more. When’s the last time you did a line of coke?”

“I—what?” Jessica stared at Serenity, suddenly and utterly thrown off her game. “A line—I mean, I’ve never—never had any interest, or—or reason to, cocaine is—”

Serenity laughed. “Relax! I’ve got an 8-Ball in my pocket. Let’s hit the lady’s room on the way to our first meeting.”

Jessica fought to disengage her arm. “Serenity, I’m afraid I’m really not interested—”

“She’s fucking with you,” said James mildly, following them both into the lobby.

“Oh.” Jessica’s relaxed, considered Serenity, then scowled. “That was mean.”

“Just toughening you up, honey.” Serenity smiled. “You gotta relax!”

They passed through security and then spent the morning shuttling from one meeting to the next. Some were useful, others a complete waste of time. The meeting that really engaged James’s attention was one with Hackworth and other high-level local brass; they’d received commands from the highest ranks to organize the afternoon strike so as to extract as many citizens as possible and weaken the Nemesis 2s in the process.

The plan was simple. First Black Hawks and Killer Eggs would slaughter the Nemesis 2s from the air, strafing them with miniguns, then the Black Hawks would enter holding patterns around the symbols to provide back-up when needed while a combination of Bradleys and Strykers would roll up to the target building.

Their objective was to exterminate any remaining exterior Nemeses and then secure each corner of the building, deploying Ranger squads and keeping other Nemeses at bay while Killer Eggs dropped special ops on the roof, who would descend and try to rescue as many citizens as they could safely carry out.

The Killer Eggs would carry them away, and then the Rangers would re-enter to the Bradley’s and Stryker’s and roll back out.

The goal was to move fast, with the entire operation taking less than thirty minutes. Fifteen similar assaults were to be carried out at the exact same time across the country, all of which would be supported by readied reinforcements who would remain outside the enemy zone unless needed.

All of this had already been approved by the President, and the meeting was more a way to rope local politicians into the plans as anything else. The air of excitement was palpable in the room.

“We’ve had our hands tied up until this point,” said Colonel Hopkins, the CO of Fort Hamilton. “Nemesis 1 was too mobile for us to do more than mount a defensive play against. But the Nemesis 2s have finally given us the best gift we could have asked for: stationary targets with no surface-to-air defense. They’ve proven to be moderately resistant to five-five-six NATO rounds, but something tells me a seven-six-two NATO round fired out of a M134 Minigun will give them food for thought.”

Chuckles all round.

“Sir,” said James, his tone flat. “Are those miniguns fired by soldiers?”

“Well now, that depends,” said the colonel, narrowing his eyes a fraction. “I already know what you’re going to say, Kelly. Electronics kills our ability to level, am I right? But you know what else kills our ability to level? Thousands of Nemesis 2s congregating and digesting US citizens.”

James knew this argument was already lost. It felt just like arguing with a cop who was determined to move you along no matter what your reason for being on a particular street corner. “Colonel, we need to focus on leveling up as many people as we can so that when we run out of NATO rounds we have people ready to keep fighting.”

“Son, we have more NATO rounds stockpiled across the country than there are grains of sand in Hawaii. Right now, our primary concern is getting citizens out of those buildings and determining their condition. Can your DRC do that today?”

James frowned. “No sir.”

“I didn’t think so. The US Army can. Get your superheroes amped up, show that you can hit thirty enemy bases simultaneously across the country with overwhelming firepower, and then we can talk.”

James stared at the table. He could have kept arguing. Maybe should have. But to what end? The whole military machine was in motion with the president’s blessings behind it. His voice would just irritate people and get him excluded from future meetings. Not that it did him any good to be roped into this one.

And the colonel was right. The DRC was nothing but fancy talk and Google Forms thus far.

It was time to start focusing on getting the right people together.

Because the day would surely come when those miniguns fell silent, and then somebody would have to be ready to step into the breach.


Chapter 32:

A Speech to Give and a War to Organize

The Marriott was just down the street. They walked and ate Manna bread as they went; James had decided to bow out of the last slate of meetings, consequences be damned.

“You’re looking upset,” said Jessica. “But you’re about to make a lot of first impressions. Do you need a moment before proceeding to the next step?”

James stopped. Frowned around the avenue. Weird how things looked almost normal around this downtown core. No demon symbols in immediate sight, the coffee shop across the way was open with a bunch of government assistants getting to-go orders. Bird calls.

How many people would have to die till they started seeing deer walking down these streets?

“I’ve made a decision,” he said, tone heavy.

Serenity raised an eyebrow. “Ruh-roh.”

“I’m done going to the NYCEM. Unless they demand my appearance, I’m not going back for the foreseeable future.”

Jessica went to protest then caught herself. “Go on.”

“Use some of the DRC money to hire someone you trust to sit in whatever meetings you think are important and report back to you. You filter that shit and let me know what I need to know. But we wasted an entire morning being told stuff that doesn’t really involve us and over which we have no influence. The Second Wave is that much closer, and what do we have to show for it?”

“You can’t sidestep politics,” said Jessica. “It’s distasteful, but resources and influence come from being seen, making personal connections, and being aware of what’s going on.”

“Fuck politics.” He said it without rancor. “I’m not a politician. I’m barely a deputy commissioner. What I really am is an old guy who somehow ended up making some lucky choices upfront. That gave me an edge, but if I keep sitting in on those pointless meetings I’ll lose it.”

“All right,” said Jessica hesitantly. “Done.”

“From now on I’m going to focus on leveling and leveling everyone who shows up to join the DRC. This is New York. I want you to find someone who makes functional medieval weapon replicas. There’s gotta be someone out there with proper spears and shields and crap. It’s idiotic to be fighting these demons with rebar. Our ancestors spent centuries perfecting those very tools. I want them.”

“Medieval replicas,” said Jessica, tapping on her tablet. “Got it.”

“We could steal shit from the MET,” said Serenity. “They have a bunch of swords and helmets on display.”

“I want new stuff. I want top-grade steel, not whatever they managed to hammer out six hundred years ago. Find me that shop, that blacksmith, whatever, and then let me know what he’s got that we can buy.”

“Done.”

“Good.” James felt like he wanted to say more, instigate more changes, but there weren’t any other moral dessert carts to flip over. “What have you got planned for this first DRC meeting?”

“Time for the debrief.” Jessica began walking. “Some stats upfront. We’ve received 10,346 applications across all media channels claiming to be at least Level 5. A good third failed the simple quiz that a real Level 5 would pass, leaving us with 6,501 qualified applicants. The breakdown is as follows: 3,822 Level 5s, of which half chose what we call Smite, a quarter chose Bless, and the remaining quarter chose Shield of Faith.”

“What we call?” asked James dubiously.

“It’s widely accepted now that different religious outlook results in different terminology being used on one’s personal statistic sheet.”

“That’s…” James shook his head. “So this isn’t a Catholic thing?”

“Not exclusively, no. There’s a lot of overlap between Jewish and Christian sheets, but Hindu, Islamic, and Buddhist sheets are quite distinct, with documented examples of atheist and other religions appearing.”

James came to a stop. “Atheists get their own sheets, too?”

“That’s correct.” Jessica navigated on her tablet. “An overview was published by Johns Hopkins University… yesterday? They’ve collated all the different versions.” She opened a file. “I didn’t forward it because I doubted you’d read it.”

“But what does this mean, then? God’s not behind this invasion?”

“Maybe all the gods are,” said Serenity brightly. “They got together in the club room and decided to have fun.”

“As you can imagine, there are very intense theological debates taking place, but nobody has managed to reach a definitive conclusion. Here, I’ve forwarded the PDF to your Gmail account. I’d encourage you to read it when you have a moment. But as I was saying?”

James shook his head and resumed walking. “The Monitor said her kind were compelled by another group to do all this. If it’s not the Catholic god, then who is it?”

“Lots of possibilities,” said Serenity, counting off on her fingers. “Aliens, obviously. Fairies out of Ireland. Atlanteans. Those fuckers from Carcosa.”

“Carcosa?” asked James.

“Yeah, Lost Carcosa?” Serenity stared at him in mock surprise, then intoned:

“Strange is the night where black stars rise,

And strange moons circle through the skies

But stranger still is

Lost Carcosa.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” asked James.

“The King in Yellow? Chambers’s classic? Nothing?” Both Jessica and James stared at her. “Wow, this joke really didn’t land. I went through a goth phase in high school, read all that good shit, Maturin, Lovecraft—you know what? Doesn’t matter. Jessica?”

“Thank you. So we have 3,822 Level 5s, 1,207 Level 6s, 821 Level 7s, 544 Level 8s, 75 Level 9s, and 32 Supplicant 1s.”

“Thirty-two? That’s great. Any of them go down the Bless or Shield of Faith route?”

“Yes. Revealing new Benedictions. Shield of Faith opens up a second tier consisting of Remove Fear, Healing Grace, and Circle of Protection. Bless unlocks Dark Energy Siphon, Aura Mastery, and Inspiration.”

James slowed his pace again. “Dark Energy Siphon?”

“Only one person has chosen it, and then promptly chose to not fill out that field in the Google Form.”

“Sounds ominous,” said James. “Give me a rundown on the other Benedictions.”

“Sure. Circle of Protection acts as a defensive perimeter across which demons cannot pass unless they spiritually overwhelm the caster. Even then, crossing the perimeter results in their being burned, like a minor Aura effect. Doesn’t preclude objects being thrown across, however.”

“Oh shit, that sounds great,” said Serenity. “Fill the perimeter with Deadeyes, and whammo, you got yourself a killer turret setup.”

“Indeed. Remove Fear hasn’t seen much use yet, but I think speaks to future demon powers. It’s the least chosen of what we’re calling the defensive power set. Healing Grace allows the caster to heal anyone within their line of sight as if spending an Aeviternum point. It’s powerful but seems to cost a lot of divine power to cast.”

“Also incredibly useful,” said James. “I’m starting to see how all these different powers synergize well together.”

“The Bless second tier is as follows: Aura Mastery is the most popular, and allows the caster to weaponize their aura, shaping it and attacking with it. Inspiration is a charismatic power that allows the caster to compel bravery and obedience from others; the military has flagged it as problematic, and those who choose the power are kept under close scrutiny.”

“Some overlap there with Remove Fear,” said James. “Psychological power. I guess future demons will make staying in the field challenging.”

“Dark Energy Siphon sounds badass,” said Serenity. “What do you think it is? A way to steal demon power?”

“Could be,” said James, not nearly as enthused.

“Now, of the 6,501 candidates, half are based in the NYC area, with a good number of the other half promising to travel here to assist. Of the three thousand or so locals, only one thousand have registered at the Marriott check-in—”

“Wait, what?” James turned to stare at her. “There’s a thousand folks waiting for me at the Marriott?”

“Roughly, yes, though the number who showed up is weighted toward the lower power levels. The elites, as I think of them, seem to have a greater independent streak.”

James stopped walking again and pressed his fingers to his temples. “I’m going to go organize a thousand people?”

“No, because I’m the one who has been doing the organizing. Second part of the debrief.” She tapped her tablet and swiped. “I’ve requisitioned another million or so dollars from the Rainy Day Fund. It’s criminal, how little oversight there currently is. With that money I’ve arranged for a dozen assistants to be hired on—in effect, I tripled everyone’s salary whose work ethic I admire and poached them for our department. I also hired a Comic-Con convention manager to help handle the situation—”

“How the fuck did you find a Comic-Con convention manager?” asked Serenity, bewildered.

“LinkedIn. They’re already on site, and have taken over the registration process, repurposed their own documents to our benefit, and are keeping the attendees busy and organized till we arrive, primarily by running screenings of MST3K and Buffy the Vampire Slayer in the ballrooms. Not ideal, but better than nothing. I’ve also hired Richard Stokes to help us strategize.”

“Who’s he?” asked James.

“An old friend of mine. A freelance coder for Google, technically, but he’s devoted most of his life—wisely, it turns out—to gaming.”

“You’ve lost me,” said James.

“In effect, he’s spent the majority of his life figuring out how to optimize arbitrary rule sets so as to increase his chances of success. I thought of him yesterday while trying to determine the optimum way of organizing our DRC members, and in five minutes he gave me invaluable advice.”

James frowned pensively. “A gamer. Sure. Why not. What did he suggest?”

They reached the end of the block and crossed.

“That every system is purposefully designed to be used in a certain manner, and that figuring out the intended use is key to the first step in optimization.”

“There’s a second step?” asked Serenity.

“Apparently Richard lives for the second step. That’s where you out-think the designers and detect loopholes and unintended synergies that allow you to break the system to your advantage.”

James raised both brows. “That sounds good. He come up with anything already?”

“Not yet. He said there are still too many unknowns. But he suggested we should create teams that contain equitable spreads of all levels and Benedictions. Ideally, we should be fielding squads of nine, one for each Benediction, with a spread of levels so that the lower rankers can benefit from the protection of the senior members and accrue power quickly. He’s taken the Google Form data and created roughly a hundred teams, with protocols to compensate and swap members depending on who shows and who doesn’t. Cindy, the convention manager, received those team structures late last night, and has already sorted the attendance badges so that people will be assigned to the correct teams upon registering in the Grand Ballroom.”

“Shit,” said James. “You guys don’t mess around.”

Jessica gave him a prim smile. “There are a lot of very talented and intelligent people in this world, and almost all of them long for the day when red tape gets cut and they’re allowed to work to their fullest capacity. I aim to make the DRC such an organization.”

“Fantastic. Where do Serenity and I fit into this team mix?”

“Richard wanted to separate you both. He argued that the teams would benefit from having visible leadership spread out across the organization, but I made an executive decision to keep you together.”

“Thank God,” said Serenity. “I’d hate to wreck your little system by refusing to go along with it from the get-go.”

“So we’re to be in the same squad? Excellent.”

“Squad Crimson Hydra,” said Jessica. “In direct control of Squads Ebon Hydra and Ivory Hydra. Cindy came up with the names. The preponderance of Level 5s meant that we couldn’t equitably distribute the higher ranked members amongst them all, so Richard instead devised a system where an elite squad—always designated as ‘Crimson’—leads two sub-squads, each of which is led by a higher ranked member, ‘Ebon’ and ‘Ivory.’ There are about thirty-seven such triads, each with their own mythological beast as their avatar.”

“OK.” James absorbed this information. “Thirty-seven groups of three squads, with each led by an elite ‘Crimson’ group. All of which are as closely divided between Benedictions and levels as possible. Sounds like Richard’s already earning his pay.”

“He’s working for free,” said Jessica. “He fully expects the economy to crash by the time the Pits open, and thus was happy to embed himself in our department for safety’s sake in lieu of payment. I’ve asked him to keep his outlook to himself.”

“Sounds like he and I are going to get along.” James rubbed at his face. The Marriott had come into view down the block on the other side of the street. “You got my arrival figured out?”

“Yes. I told Cindy half an hour ago to start gathering people in the Grand Ballroom. Richard is currently giving the department setup overview presentation as well as his own version of the government’s advancement guidelines. He’s going to wrap up by reviewing the radios everyone’s being issued, and the protocols for their usage. He should be done by eleven-fifteen, upon which you both will take the stage.”

James nodded. “And I’m to do what up there?”

“Honestly? Be yourself. It’s your sincerity and authenticity that drew all these people here in the first place. They’ve left their loved ones and personal situations to respond to your call. Anything scripted would thus fall flat. Get up there, tell them how you see things, and what you’re hoping to achieve. It’s up to you if you want to take questions. Then, when you’re done, I think you should meet with the Crimson squad leaders—there’s currently thirty-seven of them registered—and then take time with Crimson Hydra. We’ve got lunch around twelve-thirty—I promised six thousand dollars for pizza delivery from Uptown Pizza—and then we head out on whatever you deem our first mission should be.”

“We’re hitting the demon symbols,” said James firmly. “The army’s tackling one of them, leaving—how many are there again in NYC?”

Jessica didn’t even have to tap her tablet. “Thirty-four in the area.”

“That’s it? I thought there were hundreds.”

“You thought wrong. Two in Staten Island, six in Manhattan, four along the Jersey coast across the Hudson, five in the Bronx, eight in Queens, and nine in Brooklyn. One seems to appear wherever there’s a minimum population density of two hundred and fifty thousand within at least eight or so square miles.”

James absorbed this, changed his worldview, then nodded. “Fine. That means we have eight other targets here in Brooklyn alone. We’ve thirty-seven triads? What do you think’s a good number to send against a symbol?”

Jessica shrugged apologetically. “I’m not sure.”

“Better safe than sorry in the beginning,” said Serenity. “Why don’t we tackle three symbols, three groups of twelve triads each?”

“That’s twelve times twenty-seven,” said James.

“Three hundred and twenty-four individuals,” said Jessica smoothly.

“A good amount. Fuck.” James ran his hand through his hair. “But what if it isn’t?”

“You want to tackle two symbols instead?” asked Serenity. “Five hundred against each one?”

“We could approach the dead zone from four sides,” said James pensively. “Four or five triads a side. Maybe, yeah. It’ll be our first outing fighting like this. Better to build in some redundancy and keep things safe.”

“If that’s your primary concern,” said Jessica, “then why not extinguish one symbol with the full DRC first? That would be about nine triads per side, around two hundred and fifty individuals on each front.”

“I think we should speak with Richard,” said James. “But yeah. We’re going to war as soon as we’re done talking. And I don’t intend to stop ever again. We’ve only got fifteen days till Nemesis 3 shows up. We’ve lost too much time already.”

“Sounds good to me,” said Serenity. “I just need a bigger gun.”

“I’ve got a present waiting for you at the Marriott,” said Jessica.

“You do?” Serenity beamed at the other woman. “Jessica, I fully retract all the things I’ve said behind your back.”

“Nice,” said Jessica, her smile turning pained.

“Then let’s get going.” James checked his new phone. 11:05. “I’ve got a speech to give and a war to organize.”

Serenity looped her arm though his. “Can’t wait! This is going to be so much fun!”


Chapter 33:

Band of Killers

The Marriott was as fancy and grand as James had imagined. Its main tower soared up into the cloudy sky, pale gray stone with hundreds of blue windows embedded seamlessly in its face. The front was snarled with official cars of all stripes, including a hummer and limousine. James guessed they weren’t the only ones to have noted its helpful proximity to the NYCEM.

Jessica was in her element and guided them through the bustling crowd and into the lobby. It was exactly the kind of place that had been off-limits to him for most of the past decade, everything gleaming, sophisticated, clean, and expensive. Despite everything, despite the events of the past week, James found himself hunching his shoulders and waiting for a faux-friendly tap on his elbow as a security guard accosted him.

Jessica retrieved a duffel bag from the front desk and strode back to them both. “Clean clothing. Take a moment to freshen up, and then I’ll take you to the ballroom.” She checked her watch. “We have ten minutes.”

James washed his face in the echoing restroom, the wall mirror revealing him in all his shabby, worn glory. Shucking the torn and ichor-splattered clothing, he used a wad of paper towels to wash behind the neck and under his arms, then pulled on more Bass Pro gear.

Jessica had a good eye for this kind of stuff. Despite himself, he looked pretty sharp in the mirror. He raked his fingers through his beard and imagined standing before a thousand new DRC members.

A fucking thousand.

His shoulders slumped. He wasn’t an inspiring leader type. He’d be… what? Just a guy helping organize this shit. He’d not put on airs, or think himself important. He’d been around the block too many times to think otherwise.

Emerging from the bathroom he saw Serenity had donned a black Adidas tracksuit with white racing stripes down the arms and legs. She was scowling, but couldn’t quite hide how pleased she was, and how well the tracksuit fit her newly athletic frame; she’d pulled her hair back into a ponytail and was chewing a stick of gum, her eyes narrowed as she studied James in turn.

“Look at you, boy. If this whole DRC thing falls through, you could try booking some hobo-chic fashion shoots.”

“You should talk, track star.” He chuckled and realized Jessica was all but tapping her foot. “Ready.”

“This way.” Jessica strode down a large hallway, past a bank of elevators, then down another hall to a massive set of double doors. A young man in a suit stood before it with a tablet, and his generic smile came to life at the sight of Jessica.

“Ms. Miles. Everybody’s inside.”

“Mark, this is James and Serenity. Mark’s one of the DRC’s latest assistants, used to work out of Budgeting but he was wasted there.”

“Mark,” said James.

“Sir.” Mark blushed. “It’s an honor to meet you.”

James had no idea how to respond to that, so he just stayed quiet.

Jessica cracked open one of the doors and he followed her inside. The ballroom was indeed massive, the coffered ceiling high above with huge chandeliers made of a thousand crystal rods each, while everything else followed the color scheme of a tiramisu cake. Endless rows of chairs had been set out in a semicircle around a stage, and for the first time, James saw the DRC recruits.

They were as varied as any crowd of New Yorkers. He saw a Hasidic Jew with a massive black felt hat, scrawny homeless types, guys in suits, teenagers, hard-faced older guys, women in athletic gear, a crew of beefy firemen in their navy shirts, a few elderly men and women, and on and on. Every ethnicity, every age, every economic class.

The one thing they all had in common, however, was their weaponry. Whether it was a baseball bat, a cane, a shovel, a rifle, pistols, shotguns, or even swords, they’d all brought their weapons of destruction with them.

Standing on the stage was a balding guy in his late twenties, his eyebrows bright red, his face freckled, his manner energized, engaging.

Richard, no doubt. He was finishing his speech, a slide projected on the wall behind him with a single question mark resplendent in the center.

“…which is why I want to end on a note of caution. Everything we know is limited to what’s been revealed to the world over the course of the last five days. We’re going to do our best to optimize that data, but as far as data sets go, it’s incredibly limited. We can extrapolate from what we’ve learned about the Nemeses 1, 2, and the Monitors, but even those data sets can be misleading. Who’s to say Nemesis 3 won’t be psychic? Or able to fly? Turn invisible? Merge into a demonic super entity, Voltron style? We don’t know, which means our plans and guides must remain dynamic and flexible.

“For now, everything I’ve shared with you holds true, but come Nemesis 3, it all might change. So don’t disregard Night Vision or Remove Fear out of hand. What if Nemesis 3 can disappear into shadows and unleash waves of unnatural panic? We just don’t know. Which! I know sounds like a downer. But this is the demon apocalypse, people, we’re not here to hold hands and say affirmations. Don’t hate on the messenger.

“That said, I’ll be maintaining the DRC’s latest guides on our website, so make sure to check those out, and I’ll blast you all with notifications of important updates as I make them. Until then, don’t hesitate to reach out by email or the contact form on the DRC site. My email is ‘star boy at n-y-c dot gov.’ I’m happy to answer all and any optimization questions, or whatever else you need help with. Yeah? Awesome. Now go forth and prosper.”

There was a smattering of applause. Richard waved, walked off the stage, then as the applause began to die out jogged back up, opened his arms, and shook his head with feigned modesty. “No, really, thank you, that’s too much, you’re too kind. Thank you.”

He pressed his hands together and bowed really low, then stepped back, pointed toward the ceiling as if toward non-existent balconies, then jogged off again.

“I like his style,” said Serenity. “I thought he was supposed to be a nerd?”

A lady took the mike and stepped onto the stage. She was curvy, wore 1950s librarian glasses, and smile nervously at the crowd.

“That’s Cindy,” said Jessica.

“All right, thank you, Richard, and no, I’m not going to call you Mr. Star Boy. Sorry.”

Some laughter from the crowd, but not much.

“Well, I think the moment we’ve all been waiting for has arrived.” Cindy made eye contact with Jessica, who gave her a thumb’s up. “He needs no introduction, as he’s the man who made all of this possible. Please welcome the Deputy Commissioner of the DRC on stage, Mr. James Kelly.”

People turned, craned their necks, and James stared straight ahead as he led Serenity down the center of the ballroom to the stage.

People began to applaud, and quite a few gave curt shouts of encouragement. A few folks even stood as they clapped.

Again, James didn’t know what to make of it, so he just didn’t think about it.

Cindy met him at the edge of the stage and handed him the mike. “I’m such a big fan,” she said, her glasses gleaming. “I’m so happy to be helping out.”

James nodded back, then mounted the stage and with microphone in hand turned to face the crowd.

“Sexy lumberhobojack!” called Richard from between cupped hands.

Chuckles from the crowd.

But most of them were studying him. James saw hard expressions, piercing stares. Everybody in this room was at least Level 5. That meant they’d killed thousands of Nemesis 1s or more. They’d seen terrible violence, had faced loss, tragedy, pain.

And now they were here. Willing to hear him out for a few minutes. The vast majority of the room was willing to give him that much, and nothing else. Everything he’d done had been enough to bring them here.

The rest he’d have to earn.

“Hello. Thank you for coming. My name is James Kelly, and I’m a Supplicant Level 2. A week ago I was living on the streets, just trying to get by. Then a gremlin tried to tear out my throat—”

“Demon,” Serenity called from the stage’s side.

“A demon tried to tear out my throat, and, well, now here I am. You all know what I’ve been through. You’ve been through it yourself. I guess what we all have in common is a refusal to stand back and do nothing. It doesn’t matter who you were, what you did, if you were an upstanding member of society or sleeping on park benches like me. When the moment of truth came, you found it within yourself to kill the enemy, and then keep on killing.”

Nods. Some people crossed their arms, leaned back, others sat forward, interest avid.

“Now you’re here. Wondering what I’ve got to say to you. If I’m actually a government tool. If you’re wasting your time when you could be out there leveling, gaining power, getting ready for Nemesis 3. And I’ll tell you this: to me? The Department of Ranking Citizens is a means to an end. A bigger bat. A way to take out more demons, faster, more safely, and nothing more. We’re lucky to have good people putting this together, helping this moment happen, but at its core, the reason we’re all here is because we’ve found out we’re good at killing demons and we want to find out ways to do it better.”

More nods.

“I’m no leader. Any one of you could be up here saying this shit. But whatever, I’m here now, so let’s run with it. The army’s going to attack one of those demon symbol blocks in a couple of hours. We’re talking Black Hawk helicopters, special ops, miniguns, Rangers, the works. They don’t think we’re worth listening to, so we’re going to do the same thing, but we’re going to do it better. The Nemesis 2s are doing some heinous shit in those blocks beneath the symbols, and we’re going to work together to put a stop to it.”

A heavyset guy with a shaved head raised his hand. “What the fuck they doin’ in there, anyways?”

“We don’t know for sure. What we’ve seen with our own eyes is that they’re taking live people and consuming them, then shitting their bodies out as pink goo with which they’re covering the buildings. We don’t know why, but we want to find out if those people are still mentally there and capable of being saved.”

A good chunk of the crowd hadn’t heard this and reacted with faces curdled in disgust, some shouting their horror and anger, others rising to their feet before settling again.

“I know how you feel.” James’s voice was heavy with resignation. “It’s how I’ve been feeling since we saw it. And it’s the reason I’m willing to stand up here like an idiot and talk like some politician. But what it all comes down to is that the thousand or so people in this room are going to do something about it. The demons think they’re killers?” James slowly scanned the crowd. “They’re in for a rude awakening. If our species has proven one thing over the past hundred thousand years it’s that the one thing we do best is kill things that don’t look like us, and sometimes we’re not even that discriminating. Killing shit is in our blood. It’s in our genetic code. And now we’re going to rise up and show them why they made the wrong move the day they decided to walk into our town and start slaughtering innocents. We’re going to head over to that symbol and destroy every Nemesis 2 that we see. We’re going to scour that place clean, and then move on to the next symbol, then the next, and we’re not going to stop till every last demon is dead and this city, this country, this world is ours once more.”

James inhaled deeply, pursed his lips, and stared intently at the thousand killers before him. “You all with me?”

Hoarse shouts of agreement tore themselves from hundreds of throats, and while not everybody seemed as enthused, James knew he’d gotten through to a critical mass.

The DRC was up and running.

“Bear with me,” he said, then dug out his phone and raised it up. He thumbed his way to TikTok, angled the phone just right so that his face and the huge crowd behind him were in focus, and hit record.

“Short message here from me, James Kelly. I’m standing with a thousand other men and women who have committed to wiping out a nest of Nemesis 2s. Everybody here is at least Level 5, and by the time we’re done, by the time the sun sets, we’re all going to be that much stronger. And then we’re going to find another nest, and another, and keep killing those fuckers till the next wave hits, and then? We’ll burn Aeviternum and kill those fuckers, too. If this resonates with you, wherever you are, then do this: find other people to stand with. Join forces. Start your own group, your own war band, and start killing. Individually we may be fierce, but together we’re unstoppable.”

He paused.

The hundreds of faces visible on the screen shone with grim determination.

“Now if you all will excuse me, it’s time to get to work.”

And he quit recording.


Chapter 34:

Esprit de Corpse

“Thanks for bearing with me,” said James, shoving the phone back into his pocket. “Let’s get to the details. First off, I’d like to introduce Serenity. She’s a Supplicant Level 1, and I’d not be standing here today without her.”

Serenity stepped forward and waved, her smile brazen even as she flushed.

“We’re both going to be heading up the Crimson Hydra crew. I’ve been told the smart guys behind this operation have organized us into teams of nine, three teams per triad named after some kind of monster. Once I quit yapping at you, I want you all to get up and find each other—”

“Actually,” said Cindy, stepping tentatively onto the stage and taking the mike, “we’ve got signs stuck up on the walls for each triad, so simply look for your monster poster, and there you’ll find the others who have been assigned to your groups.”

James took the microphone back, bemused. “Well all right. Looks like the DRC is on top of this stuff. Let’s meet up with our teams, then I’ll come back to the stage and call the highest-ranked Crimson team members to come talk about how we’re going to implement this attack plan of ours. Clear? Oh, and there’s gonna be pizza.”

Some halfhearted cheers sounded at this last announcement, and James turned off the mike and descended to where Jessica, Cindy, and Richard stood.

“Thanks for that, Cindy,” said James. “You’ve done a great job here. I really appreciate it.”

“Oh, say nothing of it, I’m an old hand when it comes to these kinds of shindigs.” She beamed at him. “I had to stop myself from setting up a merch room and gaming tables.”

“James, great to meet you,” said Richard, stepping forward to pump James’s hand. “I’m the nerd’s that’s gonna weaponize everything for you. Richard Stokes, former coder, current monomaniac when it comes to everything demon apocalypse.”

“Good to meet you,” said James, unable to resist smiling. “Thanks as well.”

“Don’t thank me. This is all really basic thus far. Without being able to see what powers and challenges are coming down the road, it’s hard to do more than educated guessing. Once we have a clearer picture as to the third Benedictions and whatever the Miracles prove to be, I’ll be able to give better insight.”

“Great. Well.” James handed the mike to Jessica. “We’re going to go meet with Crimson Hydra. Serenity?”

“Right with you, boss man.”

They joined the slow flow of foot traffic that was walking along the ballroom walls, reading the signs till they found their own. Basilisk, Mothman, Bigfoot, Cockatrice, Wyvern… Hydra.

A crowd had already gathered, and James saw that everyone was wearing a color-coded lanyard with their name and team prominently displayed on the laminated card.

Nothing surprised him anymore.

“Hey everybody,” said James, and the twenty-five or so individuals all turned to stare at him with frank curiosity. “How about we break into our nine-man teams, get to know each other a bit, then gather as a triad? Sound good?”

People nodded, and the crowd separated into three smaller groups.

James rubbed his palms on his hips and joined the group wearing crimson tags. He felt awkward, unsure of himself suddenly, knowing he had to continue taking the lead, but already feeling worn out by the constant attention.

Crimson Hydra was… diverse.

One guy looked like a wilderness survival expert dressed in a crisp tailored suit, midthirties, his hair bound back in a rough ponytail, beard growing up his cheeks like James, but clean and ruggedly handsome with a self-contained and commanding air.

He stepped up and extended his hand. “Bjørn Larsen, CFO of CovenantWealth, but now simply Mendicant Level 5 with the Bless Benediction. Thanks for your video. Going Aura early made a huge difference.”

“Good to meet you, Bjørn.”

A vibrantly healthy and muscular lady with short blonde hair and a square jaw raised her hand to give the group a small wave. “Joanna Masters, professional CrossFit competitor and owner of Masters Dojo in Queens. Mendicant Level 6, and I went Shield of Faith.”

It was becoming clear that half the group was confident and outgoing, while the rest were hanging back, hesitant, or simply quiet.

Another of the obviously confident types raised her hand, a matte black rifle slung over her back. Her long black hair was braided, and if she looked less obviously muscular than Joanna, she still looked fit and hardy.

“Becca Locklear, I work for Aegis Private Security. We provided security for Indian Point Energy Center, the nuclear facility in Westchester County, till the army took over. I kept my Bushmaster XM-15, however, and together we’ve put a dent in the Nemeses’ ranks.” Her smile was mirthless. “Mendicant Level 9, Smite specialty.”

James managed to nod, but his mind was reeling. A CFO, a private security specialist, and a professional CrossFit/martial arts studio owner? How the hell was he supposed to lead these people?

Still, if life on the streets had taught him one thing, it was how to keep a stoic expression.

The final one of the obviously confident types looked pure army, from his buzz cut to this thick neck, direct stare, and fatigues. He wore a pistol on each hip, and had another impressive-looking rifle held in the same muzzle-down position James had seen other soldiers use. He couldn’t have been more than twenty-five, but his gaze was clear and his shirt strained at the shoulders. “Jason Webster, medically discharged from the army after two years of being screwed around by the review board. Mendicant Level 6, focus on Bless.”

James could almost hear the “sir” that Jason swallowed at the last second.

Becca Locklear eyed Jason up and down. “You look fit to me, soldier. What they discharge you for?”

Jason’s expression didn’t change, but something about his eyes tightened. “Four months into my deployment to Camp Shorabak in Afghanistan I touched a wrench to a positive connection on a chopper that was supposed to be good to go. The electric shock blew me across the hangar. When I woke up they told me I was having upwards of twenty thousand extra heartbeats a day. I was sent to cardiologists here in the US for a couple of years, but finally, the board gave up. They promoted me to E-5 and discharged me.”

Serenity frowned. “That mean you’re liable for a heart attack?”

“Hasn’t happened yet, ma’am.”

“Good to have you here, Jason,” said James. “Sorry about your heart.”

“Won’t be a problem, sir.”

That left three other people in their group, none of which were eager to speak up. Finally a young man in a varsity letterman jacket with striking blue eyes and black hair shaved almost to the scalp spoke up, giving James an up-nod and stepping forward.

“Denzel Brown. I help—helped—my father run his grocery store up in Harlem. Mendicant Level 5, Shield of Faith. Good to meet y’all.”

“Denzel.”

The next guy looked around the group warily. He was a high school kid, eyes hooded and encircled by dark shadows as if he’d not slept in a week, and his hair was frizzy and formed a black cloud around his head. Striking cheekbones, pursed lips, and a deadpan stare, he wore a large black hoodie and jeans.

“Yadriel Sanchez,” he said. “Mendicant Level 8. Bless.”

“Level 8?” Joanna beamed at him. “That’s awesome. What was your approach?”

The CrossFit lady was Yadriel’s opposite in every way. Where she was tanned, vibrant, her skin glowing, her body muscular and toned, he was angular, pale, his skin ashen, his energy so muted he looked sullen.

“Aura, like Mr. James here recommended.” Yadriel shrugged his shoulders and stepped back, averting his eyes. “Just been walking around ashing demons since this went down.”

Joanna’s smile subsided but didn’t go away altogether. “Really impressive.”

Her compliment seemed to mean nothing to Yadriel, who stared at the ground.

James turned to the last member of Crimson Hydra. Of everyone present, she’d had the greatest impact on him, her presence powerful, everything about her raw and intense, almost feral. She looked like she’d been living on the streets for years, but if that was the case, she was exactly the kind of person folks like him would have given wide berth. Her caramel blonde hair was thick and long, coarse and with strands curling before her striking face, which was lined and weathered, her nose strong, her brow furrowed, and her eyes—damn.

Her irises were of the palest blue and rimmed in thick black, so that her gaze went beyond piercing and seemed instead to be otherworldly. Maybe in a different life she would have been striking attractive, but in this one, she had all the poise and presence of a wolf, and though she stood amongst the others she seemed on some level to stand alone.

“Sarah,” she said softly, accent strange though James couldn’t place it. “Supplicant Level 1. Shield of Faith, Circle of Protection.”

Becca Locklear looked Sarah up and down. “You’re Supplicant 1?”

Sarah didn’t move, though her eyes flickered over to take in the dark-haired warrior. She frowned and then very obviously chose not to answer.

“Good to have you, Sarah.” Frankly it was a miracle she’d shown up, he realized, and pushing her could easily drive her away. “So we’ve got a good spread going. Me, Serenity, and Becca here with Smite; Jason, Bjørn, and Yadriel with Bless; and Sarah, Joanna, and Denzel with Shield of Faith. Sarah, how big can your circle get?”

The homeless lady rubbed at her jawline. “About three yards a side.”

“Big enough for all of us,” said James. “Which means we’ll keep you in the center. The Smiters will take the front line. Does Bless stack?”

“It does,” said Bjørn, his voice calm, rich, confident. “The limiting factor is one’s Arete, though I’m sure we all have enough to cover our group.”

“So that’s a +6 bonus to all physical stats going in. Great.” He rubbed at the back of his neck, aware of them all staring at him. “The Nemesis 2s are resistant to normal bullets, so Serenity and Becca will be doing most of the damage, while I protect our front from anything that gets too close. Shields, you reinforce Sarah’s circle, and Blessers, you support us with regular firepower. Sound good?”

Joanna smiled warmly. “That’s roughly what Richard outlined, yes, though he suggested Shields could use their ability for crowd control, funneling demons to where we want them and protecting our flanks.”

“Like baffle plates for herding swine,” said Denzel abruptly, then just as abruptly closed his mouth.

“Yeah,” chuckled James. “Just like that. We’ll move in slowly, around two or three triads per block, and kill everything that we find.”

The Crimson Hydra crew nodded, and James felt his brow prickle with sweat.

Serenity clapped her hands. “Awesome, great chat, everyone. Hail Hydra.”

Yadriel smirked.

“All right, let’s meet the Ivory and Ebon folks, and then I’m going to circle round with the other Crimson leaders,” said James, ready to transition, doubts assailing him.

The three teams gathered, and James introduced himself again, listened as everyone spoke their name, rank, and Benediction, and then repeated the rough plan.

Should he try for some kind of inspirational message? He already felt like an impostor, so he decided not to. He never felt more relief than when Cindy announced from the stage that the pizza had arrived.

“You’re doing great,” said Serenity, taking his arm as they moved toward the stage. “Seriously.”

“I feel like an idiot.” He kept his voice to a low rasp. “What the fuck am I doing, trying to lead these people into a fight? I’m good at finding places the wind can’t get to when you need to sleep, not fighting demons.”

“Au contraire,” said Serenity. “You’re literally certified as a badass. We both are. You see that many other Supplicants around here? What’s that? You don’t? And oh, you want to ask the Blair Witch to lead our group? No? Then suck it up and quit whining.”

James chuckled. “That what I’m doing?”

“Yeah.” They stopped before the stage. “Look, the way I see it? You don’t need to be Napoleon here. It’s more like you’re hosting a bowling party. You’re responsible for getting to people to show up and move to their own lanes, and then you just focus on scoring your own strikes, and they’ll do the same thing.”

“I’m not sure I agree with you on that one.” He stared out over the crowd which was massing before the two hundred pizza boxes that a crew of dazed-looking delivery guys were carting in. “But given that’s about as much as I can do, I’ll take it.”

“Atta boy.” She punched him lightly on the arm. “I mean, what it comes down to is, are you a glass half-full or demons are going to eat all out faces kinda guy?”

James frowned.

“Don’t answer that close to a microphone,” Serenity said.

Jessica emerged from the crowd, her hair artfully disheveled, her office-wear somehow looking sharp and crisp despite her having worked through the night. “How did it go?”

“As well as it could have,” said James. “I feel like they expected more from me, but I’m all out of rabbits to pull out of my hat.”

“Fortunately there’s pizza,” said Jessica. “It’s amazing how people of every walk of life respond to free melted cheese and pepperoni. We’re just shy of midday. I suggest you meet with Richard, who’ll review his proposed plan of attack with you, and then share that intel with the team leaders before heading out. And don’t forget, Serenity, I have a small surprise for you.”

“Oh, I’ve not forgotten.” Serenity did a tiny clap that consisted of just tapping her fingertips together. “I’m so excited. I’ve never owned a tank before.”

“It’s not a tank.”

“A minigun, then.”

“It’s not a minigun.”

Serenity’s face fell. “One of those Rambo machine guns?”

Jessica glared at her. “Maybe I’ll find someone else to give it to, then.”

Serenity sighed dramatically. “No, it’s fine. I’ll take whatever you’ve found. Thanks.”

“Anyway.” Jessica turned back to James. “Ready for Richard?”

“Sure. But, ah, how much should we rely on this guy for battle plans?” James rubbed the back of his head. “He’s a freelance coder, right? Not an actual military tactician.”

“To put it succinctly,” said Jessica, “he’s the best tactician we’ve got. You should talk to him.”

“Right, yeah, sounds good.” James turned again to survey the milling crowd. No matter whom he looked at they were all scarfing down their slices eagerly. “I’m just… yeah. A little overwhelmed by the reality of all this.”

“That’s a logical emotional response. A week ago you were homeless, and now you are the leader of the DRC and Crimson Hydra. If that didn’t give you emotional whiplash, I’d deem you a sociopath. But stick with it. You gave a very good speech, have good people supporting you, and everybody here has proven themselves capable of defending themselves and killing demons hundreds of times over. If it’s of any comfort, you are a figurehead as much as you are an active leader; your presence is what makes this department viable, and the sight of you is what keeps all these strangers in this room.”

“That and the pizza,” said Serenity.

“Yes. But James.” Jessica reached out and touched his wrist. “You are doing a fantastic job. I’m being sincere. And I genuinely believe that the thousand people in this room can clear a demon symbol, after which their confidence and esprit de corps will only improve.”

“Esprit de corpse?” asked Serenity. “Like, spirit of a dead body?”

“De corpse,” said Jessica, frowning at her. “No. Like the guiding spirit of a cohesive military unit.”

“Oh god, finally,” said Serenity, grinning. “You’re absolutely right. Love it. Keep using that.”

Jessica frowned at her again, then dismissed her. “Everything is going according to plan. In forty-five minutes we’ll be heading out, and events will take their course.”

“We believe in you, tiger,” said Serenity, and hip-checked him.

James stood up straighter. “Got it. All right. I’m done doubting. Where’s Richard?”

Jessica smiled. “Waiting for you. Let’s go talk battle plans.”


Chapter 35:

Into the Hive

The Hydra squads were attacking the target dead zone from the south, coming up Franklin Avenue in an arrow formation, with the Golem triad following right behind. The avenue was a one way street with traffic heading south, cars parked bumper to bumper along each shoulder, trees growing out of dirt plots in both sidewalks, the buildings three stories tall, ground floors boasting salons and liquor stores, restaurants and fenced off stoops leading up to old brownstone entrances.

It was 12:52 p.m. and the demon symbol burned four blocks up ahead, revolving as ever in its wreath of purple flame, malefic and dire.

One more block to go.

James lifted his radio. “Hydra is in position, one block south of target, over.”

“I read you, Hydra,” said Richard from the command center in the Marriott. “Hold your position till I give you the green light, over.”

James rolled his shoulders. The fire-ax felt light in his hands, and he wished he had a spear, the rebar, even, but there hadn’t been time to scrounge up something fitting. Crimson Hydra came to a stop just behind him, with Ebon on the left side of the street, Ivory on the right. He heard the Crimson Golem team leader radio in.

Almost time.

It was clear the Nemesis 2s had been busy. Only a block away James could see them moving along the southern façades of the three-story buildings, working on a pink wall that partially extended across the street, some tenuous strands already connecting, other segments nearly completed. The wall gleamed, but in the manner of porcelain, not slick meat; whatever the Nemeses did to human flesh, the result was hardened and stiff.

“I can see about a dozen of them,” said Serenity, her new IWI Tavor X95 bullpup rifle raised so that she could sight down the length of its Smite-burning stubby barrel. “They’ve either not noticed us or simply don’t care we’re here.”

“Their mistake,” said Becca Locklear, the private security guard with the Bushmaster rifle. Her tone was proud, callous, cold.

Bjørn the CFO guy was standing just behind their front rank. “What are they doing? Building a wall? Forming a castle of sorts?”

“Impossible to say.” James took a deep breath. “And it doesn’t matter. Whatever they’re doing, we’re going to tear it apart.”

“All triads prepare to move in on my mark,” came Richard’s voice over the radio. “Three. Two. One. Advance.”

“Bless Green,” said James. Another of Richard’s innovations. Green meant the Blessers should hit everyone with a generalized +1. Bless Red meant they should each target their +5 Bless to one of the Smiters, with the pairings designated ahead of time. Bless James, or any other single member name meant all three should concentrate their +5 Bless on that member alone, giving the target a stunning +15 across the board.

Bjørn, Jason, and Yadriel hit the team with Bless Green. The wash of power was intoxicating as every aspect of his being was enhanced, his reserves growing, his strength and explosive power deepening, his body growing light and almost febrile with nervous energy. James flicked up his stats for a quick review:

Strength: 11 (Bless+3: 14)

Stamina: 5 (Bless+3: 8)

Speed: 6 (Bless+3: 9)

Agility: 5 (Bless+3: 8)

Power: 10 (Bless+3: 13)

“Oh, that’s good,” breathed Serenity, and visibly shivered. “Agility 24.”

Now what the hell would that feel like?

James strode forward with grim deliberation. He sensed his team moving with him, and then peripherally Ebon and Ivory Hydra behind, followed by the three Golem teams. Fifty-four high-ranking killers. Fifty-four of the most advanced fighters that had survived the apocalypse thus far, with another nineteen such groups advancing on the dead zone from all points of the compass.

James resisted the urge to grin, to walk faster.

Serenity had the bullpup at her shoulder, hands cradling it, gazing up the block with the stubby rifle. Becca had her Bushmaster up, Smite activated, her posture almost identical to Serenity’s though her rifle was nearly twice the length.

“Permission to engage, boss?” asked Serenity.

“Let ’em know we’re here.”

Serenity glanced sidelong, gauging something, and James only understood what when she started firing and brass cartridges started flying out the side, passing right behind James to ring out on the street.

The Tavor wasn’t automatic, but Serenity’s rate of fire was still remarkably accelerated; she began to aim and unload on the distant Nemesis 2s, the echo of gunfire sharp and loud in the narrow street and joined by the report of other guns from all around the dead zone.

Becca didn’t have Deadeye, so she waited calmly as they continued to advance, and soon enough Nemesis 2s leaped to the ground, their agility unnatural, insectile in their grace, and began rushing down the block toward them, scythe-arms raised.

James half expected her to unleash a hailstorm of lead, but at first Becca was as precise as Serenity, squeezing off her shots, aiming for the white masks, drilling neat little holes in each, cartridges ejecting rapidly from the side of her gun.

They kept on advancing, the sound of gunfire now ubiquitous, both Serenity and Becca walking slowly and firing with care, each Nemesis taking about half a dozen carefully placed Smite rounds to the mask before dropping, limbs sprawling, large abdomens and thoraxes crashing to the ground.

“Shields, eyes on our flanks,” James called, fingers rippling on the fire-ax’s haft. “Let’s avoid surprises.”

Half a block to go. The Tavor’s mag just dropped out of the gun when emptied, and Serenity drew a new one from a vest pocket, slammed it home, and resumed drilling.

“Yo, I got a level,” said Denzel.

“Same,” said Bjørn, surprise evident.

James kept stealing glances at both women. Where Becca was solid professionalism, her braid dancing on her back as her shoulders absorbed the recoil, Serenity was laser-focused lethality, her bullpup having virtually no recoil, its muzzle swinging to and fro as she found new targets and hit them.

“Look sharp now,” James called out. The pink wall segments were right up ahead.

Don’t think about what they’re made of.

“Level,” called out Joanna triumphantly.

“Same here,” said Jason, his voice quiet, intense.

But there wasn’t time to figure out what was going on. Both women had dropped at least a dozen of the Nemesis 2s, their precision and headshots doing more damage than Delvecchio’s spraying.

They reached the alien wall. It rose the height of the three stories, was perhaps a few inches thick, and its surface was swirled and variegated in hue, ranging from salmon pink to deeper dapplings of umber, while here and there were white, fibrous streaks that could have been liquefied bone. Its bumps and whorls were set, and in a sudden rush of anger and disgust, James raised his ax and stutter-stepped forward to swing at the closest edge that reached across the block to the other side.

He swung, two-armed, and the ax-head bounced off as if he’d swung at a stone wall. Hands burning, arms buzzing with the impact, James frowned, stepped back, and activated Smite.

Gray flames licked down the length of his ax, and when he swung this time a huge chunk of the wall shattered off into large flakes.

“Here they come!” said Bjørn, his tone calm but tense. “Looks like a wave.”

Nemesis 2s were boiling out of the surrounding buildings, their legs blurring, their bodies inky black, their sneers universally sadistic. They scuttled forth like a kicked hornet’s nest, out of doorways and windows, emerging from all the buildings contained within the perimeter.

Becca shifted to full auto; the Bushmaster suddenly roaring in a staccato blur as she targeted Nemesis after Nemesis. Serenity fired even quicker, slammed another mag home, and kept taking down the enemy as they came—but there were too many.

“I begin,” said Sarah, and even over the gunfire, James heard her whisper. A complex circle began to burn white around the floor, overlapping the road’s tarmac, glowing under parked cars, flowing over and onto sidewalks, three or four yards in radius, encompassing everyone as they fell back.

The circle was… gorgeous. Faint curtains of white light rose from the curling lines, shifting and rising and falling as they moved with Sarah, and James wanted to study its complex patterns.

But now was not the time.

Shimmering shields of force appeared on their flanks, angled to push Nemesis 2s into a funnel before their moving circle, appearing here, waiting for a demon to hit it, then flickering away once the demon’s course was corrected to guide another.

The first demons hit the circle’s outer edge and slammed to a stop, their scythe-arms carving at the air, scoring deep grooves in the white light that arose from the ground, but which healed over time and again as their blows bounced off.

But Sarah was forced to a halt; she leaned forward, grimacing, but couldn’t force the dozen Nemesis 2s that had gathered before her back.

Both women slammed in more mags.

“Level,” shouted Denzel again.

Your rank is now Supplicant 3

You have 5 unspent points.

“Fucking hell,” whispered James, summoning his sheet and quickly spending his points on Arete, bringing to 45 and his Aura to Level 8. “All right. My turn.”

He stepped forward, right up to the now constantly burning white circumference of the protective circle and swung his ax, activating Sacred Strike.

A blast of white flame washed over the four closest Nemesis 2s who were packed so closely together they fell under his attack. For a second they were little more than shadows in that flaming glory, and then they collapsed, and the circle moved another yard forward before hitting more resistance.

James activated Smite, went to hack those Nemesis 2s that scuttled in, but his aura blazed forth, resplendent and bright gray, washing over the demons at a distance of eight or nine feet, and immediately they began to burn like sheets of paper held too close to a living flame. Their exoskeletons began to grow dull, to turn gray, their limbs curled in upon themselves, their legs buckled, and they shrieked and threw themselves forward, only to bounce off the white wall.

“Can’t hold much longer,” gasped Sarah.

James glanced around rapidly. The shields had failed to keep the demons away from their flanks. Behind them Ebon and Ivory were facing smaller numbers without the aid of the Protective Circle and advancing more slowly for it.

By far most of the Nemesis 2s were targeting Crimson Hydra, but even as James looked, he saw more of those in the back rows peel off to attack the less protected prey.

“Fuck it.” James inhaled deeply and threw himself into where the demons were thickest, swinging his ax and unleashing another Sacred Strike. Another four Nemesis 2s died, and more fell upon him, only to begin immolating on his bright aura.

James strode forward, the demons before him losing their vigor and speed, hacking with abandon, his Smite cutting and shearing the demons apart.

While the aura torched them, it didn’t kill them outright; they kept trying to slash at him, falling forward, and were it not for the shields that kept popping up on his sides James would have been cut apart several times over.

A burst of bullet holes appeared in the mask of a demon to this right. James ducked around it and hacked another demon in the neck as his Aura washed over it, then stutter-stepped back and buried his ax’s head in third demon’s chest.

Your rank is now Supplicant 4

You have 5 unspent points.

“Yes!”

James poured the points into Arete. His Aura bounced up to 9, and his mystical pool of divine strength grew.

He wanted to laugh. He felt himself a god of vengeance. Unstoppable. Black ichor splashed across him, and his aura extended outward now ten feet in every direction, bathing Nemesis 2s before they could even close, causing them to crack and fall apart, their joints shattering, their arms swinging wildly, their masks going black.

James pointed his ax toward one concentration and unleashed his third Sacred Strike. Turned his ax as if it were a shotgun and unleashed a fourth.

Another seven or eight Nemeses died.

“Fucking level!” shouted Denzel.

“Level,” called out Becca, not looking up from her gun. “Taking Dark Vision. Done.”

“Supplicant 1!” Joanna punched a fist into the air. “Taking Remove Fear.”

“Level,” whispered Yadriel, words carrying like a wind blowing through a cemetery. “Dark Energy Siphon.”

And black mist began to flow from the closest handful of Nemeses toward his outstretched hand, condensing into a thick stream as it disappeared into his palm.

James paused, shoulders heaving, and saw Yadriel’s eyes turn jet black, sclera and iris both.

“Oh,” he gasped, and then he laughed, the sound close to being unhinged. “Oh…yes.”

And he leaped out of the protective circle, bounding forth with the same flea-like spring of the nemeses, to fall upon the closest demon, his baseball bat swinging and catching the demon across the chin.

Its mask shattered, its head wrenched around, and it fell in a jumble of segmented limbs to the ground.

No aura, though, James realized, as Yadriel fell into a neat crouch. The kid had no aura at all.

“Second wave!” shouted Bjørn.

James looked up. More Nemeses were racing down the center of Franklin Avenue toward them, hundreds of them, coming in a tide of oily black limbs and white masks, leaving a central pink structure they’d been building under the demonic symbol.

“Come on then!” laughed Yadriel, rising and spreading his arms wide. “Come see the true meaning of fear!”

And he burst into a sprint, racing toward the oncoming tide.

“Yadriel!” roared James and ran after him.

The kid leaped even as scores of Nemesis 2s leaped at him in turn. Yadriel extended his hands, drew black mist from a half dozen of them, his laughter rising till one slashed him across the stomach as it flew by, disemboweling him.

He fell and disappeared into the mass of demons.


Chapter 36:

Crown of Flesh

James felt a surge of cold panic that made him want to stand rooted to the spot and stare, wide-eyed, at where the kid had gone down.

Maybe the old James would have done that. Given Yadriel up for lost, turned away, blamed himself.

But instead he powered forward, fire-ax swinging, aura surging, knowing it was too late, but unwilling to give up on Yadriel without a fight, to lose a member of their new group so soon.

Maybe it was his Arete 50.

Maybe it was just his being tired of the world taking everything from him without doing his damnedest to take it back.

“Bless James!” he roared.

Bjørn and Denzel responded immediately.

James’s cumulative +6 bonus leaped to +10.

It felt as if he’d just chugged a potent mix of steroids, adrenaline, gasoline, and fire. His muscles grew dense with power and explosive potential, his feet light on the road, his reactions refined almost to the point of absurdity.

He ran forward as if in a dream, one where he was transformed into a bullet and the enemies made as delicate and insubstantial as soap bubbles.

James raced forward, unable to duplicate Yadriel’s leap, and swung his Smite-enhanced fire-ax like a madman, finishing off what his Aura 9 had begun.

The demons that had begun to char and curl in upon themselves like husks of paper were blasted apart by his strikes, and he powered through the charred remains, bowling into the center of the demons. Six demons leaped aside, slashing at him even as their arms charred and fell apart, but shimmering shields appeared to fend off the blows, Joanna, Sarah, and Denzel forcing foes back and blocking attacks with glimmering walls of force that leaped from spot to spot faster than James could track.

The demons parted and there was Yadriel, curled up on his side and hugging his entrails into his stomach, blood painting the street a gleaming black as it flowed out of him, his expression slack, his eyes glazed.

Dead.

One hope. One chance.

James crashed to his knees beside the body and lifted Yadriel up and turned so that everyone in Crimson Hydra a score of yards could get a direct line of sight on them.

White light enveloped Yadriel’s body, so bright James had to narrow his eyes, and then Yadriel’s organs slid back into his gut, intestines spooling, skin sliding over the terrible wound, and Yadriel came to with a convulsive gasp, healed from afar by whichever teammate had hit Supplicant 1 and acquired Healing Grace.

“Oh shit,” rasped the kid as James set him on his feet. “Qué paso—what—?”

“Look sharp,” said James, hopping smoothly up to standing in a way he’d not been able to do since his twenties, ax swinging around. Nemesis 2s closed in on them from every side, but gunfire tore through their ranks, the three Hydra teams moving forward now as one, filling Franklin Avenue, Becca and Serenity mowing down the fiends as multiple shimmering walls of ineffable power blocked and guided the demons, frustrating their attempt to overrun James and Yadriel.

“Back to the crew!” shouted James, and Yadriel nodded and followed behind.

James’s blessings dropped to +6, but that was enough; a moment later they were back in Sarah’s protective circle, and James turned to face the horde.

The realization hit him: they were winning.

The battle was being fought on fifteen fronts, and the First Wave demons just didn’t have the numbers to swarm them all. Already the press was thinning, bodies blasting apart beneath Smite-enhanced bullets, Nemesis 2s slamming into shields, and those who managed to reach them hitting Sarah’s circle and flailing as James’s aura torched them till he used his ax to bring them low.

The synergy was perfect.

The plan had been to enter the closest building and seek out civilians, but on the fly James decided to leave the other triads to execute that part of the mission. He raised his radio. “Stokes, this is Kelly, I’m taking Crimson Hydra to the dead zone center. I want to see what they were doing there.”

“Kelly, this is Star Boy, understood.”

Good. Stokes had the wits to not argue with him. James turned to where Golem was bringing up the rear and pointed toward the closest residential building, a three-story brick building on the corner of the intersection. “You guys take that one! We’re going in deeper!”

Max, the Crimson Golem leader, gave him a thumbs up and shouted her command to her team. Golem moved toward the entrance.

“Ivory and Ebon Hydra, you guys take that building there. We’ll be back shortly.”

Both triads moved to comply.

“How we doing?” James called to his own people.

“Alive,” croaked Yadriel. “Somehow.”

"What the hell was that?" demanded James, turning on the kid.

Yadriel scowled. "Whatever, man. Not my fault. That Benediction made me feel crazy."

"Crazy?" asked Serenity, eyebrow raised. "I've seen crazy. That was suicide."

Yadriel flushed. "I felt this huge rush, like I was invincible, and…yeah. I felt like I could tear them all apart with my bare hands."

"Maybe you shouldn't use your power till we get a better sense of what it's doing to you," said James. "Next time you might not be so lucky."

Yadriel's scowl deepened, but he nodded.

“in other news, I made Supplicant!” Denzel’s satisfaction was obvious. “Feels amazing.”

“Supplicant here, too,” said Joanna, grinning widely. “What the hell is going on? We sharing the kills or something?”

“Looks like we’re all Supplicants now, sir.” But despite Jason’s attempt at soldierly self-control, he wasn’t quite able to repress his grin.

James caught Serenity’s eye, and she winked at him. All good.

“Sarah?” he asked.

The homeless woman inhaled deeply and rubbed the back of her wrist against her lips. “Was touch and go there for a while. Haven’t faced that much pressure since this party started. But I’m fine. Supplicant Level 3.”

“I want to go in all the way.” James paused as Serenity raised her bullpup to drill a Nemesis 2’s mask apart as it rushed at them from a doorway. “They’re building something there in the center under the demon symbol. I want to know what it is. Serenity, you make anything out?”

Serenity aimed her Tavor up Franklin at the pink construct two blocks north of them. “Definitely made of human paste. Fills up the whole intersection, size of a huge house. Looks to be open on top, sloped walls with large holes in them. More Nemesis 2s milling around, looks like they’re freaked out but refusing to leave it. Can’t make out more.”

“Let’s go see what they’re guarding. Save your energy till we need it.”

James led the way, Sarah canceling her circle, and occasionally either Becca or Serenity drilled a Nemesis 2 as it appeared on a rooftop or burst out at them from a doorway.

The radio chattered.

“This is Nakalanzi with Crimson Bugbear, we’ve secured seven people. They’re non-responsive but alive. We’re bringing them out, over.”

“Kälin with Crimson Mothman, we’ve cleared our building, bringing out three, over.”

“Carvajal with Crimson Dragon, building’s empty, moving to next one.”

James drowned out the words. He refused to let his guard down. Black blood dripped off his ax’s head. “Sound off on which Benediction you took.”

“Healing Grace,” said Denzel, tone proud.

“Inspiration.” Bjørn sounded contemplative. “Haven’t used it yet.”

“Remove Fear,” said Joanna. “Just as I was told.”

“Dark Vision,” said Becca, never ceasing to move her rifle back and forth.

“Dark Energy Siphon,” muttered Yadriel.

“Excellent. With my Sacred Strike, Sarah’s Protective Circle, and Serenity’s Deadeye, we’ve got all nine. I’m sure Stokes will have plenty to say about this. All right, here we go. Let’s approach nice and easy.”

The intersection was filled by a great crown of brittle flesh, tiered like some horrendous birthday cake from hell, the first six feet of which were made of what looked like crude bricks of crimson flesh that had run and squeezed into each other, and atop of which were placed receding walls composed of dry, leathery jerky. Archways were placed atop these tiers, most ornamental, but one central archway, larger than the rest, gave access to the dark interior. The peak of this… construct… was a mass of bone spars like some evil crown of white thorns, their edges fibrous, the whole of it some forty feet tall.

“What the everlasting fuck,” whispered Serenity, momentarily allowing her bullpup to sink.

Nemesis 2s crawled over it like wasps over a hive, their masked visages turned always to track them, their movements frantic, upset.

“A nest?” Jason’s voice was blank with an almost helpless horror. “A flesh-nest?”

“We need to call in the military,” said Becca. “Carpet bomb this into oblivion.”

“First we find out what’s inside,” said James, forcing his tone to remain calm, unruffled. “They built this beneath the demon symbol for a reason. We need to know what it is.”

“You can’t be serious,” protested Denzel. “You want to go into that motherfucker?”

“Don’t think we’ve have much choice, unfortunately.” James rolled his shoulders. “The exterior walls they were trying to finish were to defend their turf, with this in the center. Whatever they’ve got going on inside is important to them and worth defending. So we need to destroy it.”

Bjørn stepped up beside James and frowned at the structure. “I can’t find much fault with that logic. Still. Wish I’d brought some wading boots.”

“Sooner this is over the better,” said Serenity. “And it looks like we need to add flamethrowers to our Christmas shopping list.”

“Let’s get this done.” James began moving forward. “Serenity, Becca, how you both doing for ammo?”

“Running low,” said Becca. “Couple of mags left.”

“Four mags for me. Helps that I can’t go full auto.”

“You should try it some time,” said Becca, her tone darkly amused. “Nothing like it.”

“That just means you need to get out more, honey,” said Serenity, earning a momentary scowl from the dark-haired merc before she returned her attention to sighting along her Bushmaster.

“Then save your ammo for what’s inside. Sarah, you got enough juice for a circle?”

“Aye, that I do.” The homeless lady gathered her coarse honey-colored hair and swept it over one shoulder. “Leveling always helps.”

“That it does. Let’s see if I can’t aura torch the external Nemesis 2s when they come at us, then we’ll climb to that main archway and head on inside.”

“Better not be a bunch of winding spelunking tunnels,” said Jason. “I don’t know if I can go in there if we gotta crawl.”

“One way to find out. Let’s go.”

They advanced, and when they were within a stone’s throw of the hive the Nemesis 2s came scurrying as one down toward them as if they’d all received the same signal. Sarah raised her circle of burning white fire, its edge brushing against the base of the flesh hive, and when a Nemesis leaped atop them the whole of it shimmered into a white hazy hemisphere upon which the demon stood, slamming its scythe-arms down.

Serenity raised her Tavor and blasted its mask off, and the demon slid down the curvature of the hemisphere to crumple upon the ground.

There was no time for talk. The shields started deflecting other leaping demons, blocking them in mid-air, and James stepped forth to sear them with his aura and hack them apart. There were only a dozen, and in moments they were all dispatched.

“There,” he said, yanking his ax out of the last demon’s head. “Let’s get climbing.”

“How you want to do this?” asked Serenity, moving up the hive’s base and looking up at the entrance some eight feet above them. “Looks wide enough for two of us to enter at a time.”

“Denzel, Joanna, plug the entrance with your shields, and keep them there till Serenity and I climb up. Bjørn, focus your blessings on Serenity, Denzel, Yadriel, you both focus on me. My Agility’s shit compared to hers. When we see what lies within, I’ll give fresh orders and we’ll move further into the passage to make room for the rest of you to follow.”

“Sounds good,” said Denzel. Joanna just nodded, her usually cheerful demeanor now pale with disgust.

James felt his +6-blessing bump up to +10, bringing his Agility to 15. Light and nimble, he reached out hesitantly to one of the cinderblock sized meat bricks. Despite its appearance it was hard to the touch, like marble, textured but thankfully not sticky in the least.

“Least it’s easy to climb,” said Serenity, slinging her Tavor behind her back and reaching up for the higher bricks. “But seriously, James, this is the worst date ever.”

“You’re telling me.” He leaped, his Power of 20 carrying him nearly four feet straight up, and latched onto the wall, then climbed swiftly to the entrance, over whose lip he peered into the hive’s interior.

“Pitch black,” he called out.

“Lovely,” responded Joanna with an audible quiver in her voice. “Just lovely.”

James hauled himself up neatly, Serenity joining him, and together the peered into the gloom. Light penetrated perhaps five feet before giving way altogether.

“Becca,” called James. “Get up here and see if your Dark Vision helps. Bless Green”

“Affirmative.” She climbed up and James shifted aside so that she could hoist herself up and crouch at the edge of the passageway, Bushmaster coming round in an instant and aimed into the darkness.

“I’ve got perfect visuals,” she said. “Wish I didn’t. Passageway’s about five feet deep, opens to a huge central chamber, must be the entire inside of the structure. Flesh spire in the middle, like Cleopatra’s Needle in Central Park.”

“Nemeses?” asked James.

“Negative. Want me to take point?”

“Move slowly, yeah? Don’t jump in there. We’ll follow. Sarah, you’re up next, get that circle protection going. The rest follow as you can.”

Becca rose smoothly to standing and crept past Serenity and James, moving into the darkness which began to leach her of color. James took a steadying breath. The darkness was cloying, made it hard to breathe, though that had to be his imagination.

“Getting a wider point of view,” said Becca, almost completely swallowed by the shadows now. “Chamber’s empty but for the… no, wait. I can see civilians on the floor. Just piles of them, eyes open. And…”

She swayed to one side, as if looking around a corner, and then went rigid with shock.

“Becca?” asked James hoarsely as Sarah scrambled up into the passageway.

“Jesus Christ,” she whispered. “There’s something in there, and it’s huge.”


Chapter 37:

Black Gem

“Lead us in,” said James, grip tight on his fire-ax.

Becca had her Bushmaster up, and her voice was taut with tension. “I’m going to drop down. You guys better be right behind me. The edge is right where I’m at, the drop’s about five feet.”

Then she was gone.

James wanted to curse, to hesitate, but instead he slid his foot forward, sinking into the inky darkness till he could see nothing at all but felt the edge appear under his boot.

A deep breath and he hopped forward.

The darkness disappeared, and he dropped into a crouch beside Becca, who was already up and tracking a mutant Nemesis 2 as it came around a spire that pointed blasphemously up at the demon symbol like a huge, endlessly knuckled finger.

James froze.

The demon in the circular chamber was huge, easily ten feet tall, insectile like the Base Nemesis 2s but engorged, its form made more complex with the addition of a dozen scythe-arms clustered around a massive pair that could have cut a school bus open. Its head was a great fan of black gleaming bone that swept back in a mess of intertwined horns, and its face—

“Jesus wept,” croaked James, rising to his feet as Serenity dropped neatly beside him.

It was as if a score of Nemesis 2 porcelain masks had melted and adhered to the demon’s head, some overlapping, others distending so that their human features were ruined, mouths bloating into black smears, eyeholes ragged or freakishly large.

It was tearing itself free from a great black… thing, like a cocoon the size of an SUV, the entirety of which was webbed down with countless strands to the base of the spire and the floor.

Behind it lay dozens of people, their expressions slack, their eyes open, unmoving, their bodies covered in faintly gleaming gray patina of jelly.

“Make room,” said Serenity, pushing James aside, and Sarah leaped down with animal grace a second later, followed by Denzel who stumbled with a cry, then Bjørn and Joanna.

Sarah’s bright circle lit up around them, giving James some measure of comfort.

“Layer the shields right in front of us,” he said. “Keep that thing back. Ladies, shoot the shit out of it.”

Both the Bushmaster and the Tavor were alive with the gray flames of Smite, and as one they opened fire, pouring burning lead into the huge Nemesis’s masked head.

The demon screeched, wrenched itself free of the giant cocoon thing it had been attached to, and leaped.

Both women tracked it easily, hitting it all the way, but it came at them too fast. Shields shimmered into existence before it and it impacted hard, bounced off, and fell to the flesh-paste floor where it landed nimbly, great limbs flexing to take its weight.

Serenity’s mag ejected, she slammed a new one in, but the Nemesis burst forward, swinging its huge scythe-arms, and tore apart the shields that materialized before it as if they were made of cushions.

Denzel, Sarah, and Joanna all cried out in pain.

“Bless James!” he roared and threw himself forward to prevent the Nemesis from hitting the Protective Circle with all its might. Power, strength, speed, agility, and a huge reserve of stamina flooded into him, and his aura blazed bright as it washed over the giant demon.

Its ebon skin began to ashen, but not nearly fast enough. It swept a scythe-arm three meters long at him, but James ducked, came up on the far side and hewed with his ax at the joint. The Smite-ax cut clean through, and the massive forearm limb fell to the ground just as the second pierced him through the chest.

“Fucker,” he gasped, then swung his ax and unleashed his last Sacred Strike at the Nemesis’ head. The masks were already fragmented from scores of high-velocity bullets, black blood oozing from the holes and cracks, and the Sacred Strike engulfed its head and shoulders.

The Nemesis staggered back, withdrawing its arm from his chest and waving it wildly as it shrieked, the sound reminding James of nothing so much as the dying spider at the end of Arachnophobia.

“James!” screamed Serenity, but he simply tapped an Aeviternum and felt clean white fire wash away his wounds and pain.

The Sacred Strike dissipated, and to his shock, he saw that the Nemesis hadn’t gone down. Its upper torso was horrifically burned and mutilated, but with another shriek, it leaped forward again and slammed its scythe-arm down on Sarah’s hemisphere, which flared white, held, and then the dozen smaller scythe-arms attacked and the circle imploded.

The Nemesis fell upon those gathered within. Serenity rolled aside, firing all the time, but a blade punched through Becca’s thigh and into the ground, pinning her in place. She screamed, reeled, then resumed firing, though her aim had become wild.

Blades slashed through Sarah, knocking her flying as blood fountained through the air, and then Bjørn stepped up, arms spread wide, his eyes burning, and cried out in a voice infused with power, “Stop!”

For a moment the Nemesis hesitated, then it slashed its arm across Bjørn’s chest and he flew to the side, nearly cut in half.

“Fuck,” grunted James. No Sacred Strikes left, and regular Smite wasn’t up to the challenge.

Only one thing for it.

He hurled himself forward, his fire-ax coming up and around, and with both hands clasping the hilt he brought it thundering down and imbued the attack with an Aeviternum point.

For a second it felt as if he’d stuck a knife in an outlet. His whole body went rigid as power flooded through him, causing every muscle to cramp, his feet to momentarily leave the ground, and his ax disappeared within a spasm of white lightning that trailed behind the head in an arc.

It hit the Nemesis squarely in the side of its abdomen, between its legs and just behind where its thorax rose up like a centaur’s. James felt no resistance; his axe passed clean through and slammed into the ground, causing the flesh-paste floor to crater.

With a cry he reeled back, his vision returning, and saw that the Nemesis had been split nearly in two; it had fallen on to its side, limbs waving weakly like a dying cockroach, black ichor spilling out into the shattered crater that revealed the regular street a foot or two down.

White flames enveloped Bjørn, Sarah, and Becca. Denzel let out a cry of extreme effort and fell to his knees.

Had he healed all three? No, Becca was conscious, as was Sarah. Maybe just Bjørn, then.

James did a quick head check. Serenity, Jason, Yadriel, Joanna, and Denzel hadn’t been hurt. The other three were rising smoothly to their feet, their terrible wounds erased by Aeviternum.

Everybody was fine.

Only then did James allow himself to cease panicking, to turn his attention back to the Nemesis, his body shivering from an excess of adrenaline, the shock of those awful moments easing.

“That… was embarrassing,” said Bjørn, rubbing at this chest as he strode up to the slain demon. “Apologies.”

Becca stepped up to the fallen torso, her face scrunched up in disgust and hate, and fired three rounds into what remained of the demon’s head, then spat on it.

“Sarah, you all right?” asked James.

“Aye,” she replied. She’d dropped into a crouch and was slowly rubbing where she’d been wounded. “A queen, then.”

“Looks like it.”

Serenity still had her Tavor up, was watching the tops of the walls around them. “Guess the demons really loved the movie Aliens.”

“But it wasn’t laying eggs.” James hefted his axe and made his way over to the cocoon. “What the fuck was it doing?”

The others followed over. The cocoon was substantially built, tough, with black chitin plates worked into its surface. The spot where the queen had torn herself free was obvious, leaving a hole the size of a sewer manhole leading into the cocoon proper.

Becca produced a flashlight and shone it inside. “Disgusting.”

James bent down to look. The whole cocoon was hollow, a tunnel of sorts filled with black feelers and gleaming oily sponges.

“These people look like they were pushed out the back,” said Serenity, moving around it. “Oh. They were passed through that thing.”

“Oh damn, man.” Yadriel passed his hand over his frizzy hair. “You think the queen ate them then shat them out through the tunnel? But why?”

“Up there, sir,” said Jason, pointing to the peak of the spire. “What is that thing?”

James looked up. At the very peak of the spire was a glittering, multi-faceted black gem that size of a grapefruit.

Serenity raised her gun to it, and for a second James thought she’d open fire, but she merely studied it instead with Deadeye. “It’s attached to the spire by… veins?”

“I thought all this couldn’t get any worse,” said Joanna, looking like she was going to throw up.

“Worse would have been us dying,” said Denzel. “C’mon. We won this thing.”

“Want me to shoot it?” asked Serenity.

“No. For all we know it could explode like a bomb.” James rubbed at his bearded jawline. “Shoot just below it, see if you can knock it down. Whatever it is, we don’t want to leave it there.”

“Look here.” Becca had crouched by the base of the spire close to the cocoon and was gesturing with her rifle. “I thought these were all just support strands, but some of them look like arteries, or… something.”

Serenity opened fire, strafing the top of the spire about a foot from the top. Chunks of bone and hard jerky flew, and then the gem leaned over then toppled down, tearing a foot of spire off with it. It crashed to the paste-floor, and James winced, half expecting it to blow, but it simply lay there, gleaming as if with its own inner light.

Joanna and Denzel had moved over to the people, were talking to first one, then the other, shaking them by the shoulder, lightly slapping them.

“No response,” Joanna called back.

“I’m all out of juice or I’d try healing one,” said Denzel.

Serenity stood over the gem, frowning. “This is fucked up. Queen Nemesis passes people through the cocoon. They emerge whole instead of turning into flesh paste, but something gets passed through the veins attaching the cocoon to the spire. And more veins are attached to this gem, which is placed as close to the demon symbol up there as possible.” She looked up at James, expression bleak. “You ever see The Dark Crystal?”

“Yeah,” he breathed. “Used to love that show.”

“Maybe that’s what’s going on here. They drain people of their… I don’t know, essence, and then funnel it up the spire into this crystal.”

James felt an icy bowling ball drop into his stomach. “You think that thing holds the essence of the… how many people did it take to make this place?”

Serenity shook her head slowly. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

James shivered and raised his radio. “Stokes, this is Kelly. We’re all alive. We killed a queen Nemesis in the center structure. It looked like a composite of twenty or so demons. It was attached to a cocoon which was attached to a spire, at whose top was a black gem. Serenity thinks the queen was draining people of their life force by passing them through the cocoon, which collected in the gem.” He paused, not quite believing what he’d just said. “Over.”

There was a long pause. The other Crimson leaders would have heard his report as well.

“Kelly, this is Star Boy.” Another pause. “That’s some fucked up shit. You got the gem?”

“Got it.”

“Bring it in. I’ll have the boys at the lab examine it. I think it’s time you got out of there, over.”

“We have a lab?” asked Serenity.

James shrugged. “Understood, Kelly out.”

Everybody was standing around in some form of shock or other, except for Sarah who remained crouched, her eyes narrowed, her expression pensive but collected.

“Serenity.” James dug out his phone and held it to her. “Record me.”

“Now?” Serenity hesitated then slung her rifle back and took the phone. “You’re the boss man.”

James moved over to the fallen Nemesis, waited for Serenity’s nod, and began speaking.

“James Kelly here. My team just broke into the flesh structure at the center of the dead zone under a demon symbol in Brooklyn. There was a queen Nemesis waiting for us. It was far tougher than regular Nemesis 2s, but we killed it. We think it was passing regular people through that cocoon thing there, and sucking their essence out into the spire, which had that black gem thing at the top. We don’t know why, but we stopped them.”

He paused, momentarily at a loss, then found his thread. “What matters is that this is proof they can be stopped by leveled folk. We came in here a mix of Level 5 and up, but because we worked together, we got this done. More importantly, there’s a synergy that happens when nine people work together, and I think it’s got to do with getting the right spread of Benedictions. We were sharing the kills. People in the back working Bless or Shields of Faith were leveling up just as fast as front liners. As of now, we’re all Supplicant Level 1 or higher.”

James felt a surge of emotion. “What does this mean for you? Get organized, like I said. Get into groups of nine. We’re being given these powers for a reason and rewarded for using them right. Get a spread of Bless, Shield, and Smite, three each, and then have each person take a different Benediction in turn when they hit Supplicant Level 1. We’re far stronger together than we are apart. If we’re going to win this war, it’s going to involve fighting in teams. Find your people, get to work, and level up together.”

Serenity lowered his phone, and in her eyes he saw horror, yes, but also a bright and singular spark of hope.


Chapter 38:

Decisions

An hour later they were back in the Marriott. It was surreal to enter that spacious, clean, luxurious building after their expedition into the heart of horror, and there blood-spattered and battle-weary appearances drew startled stares from guests and staff alike.

But nobody moved to intercept the thousand armed warriors as they trickled back into the Grand Ballroom, rifles and baseball bats and pistols in hand.

James walked through the crowd, forcing himself to acknowledge greetings and congratulations, to return nods and smile stiffly in return to euphoric shouts, but he felt conflicted.

Was that right? He sought to analyze his own emotional state. No, not conflicted so much as aware of the scope of work before them, the horror being perpetrated against his species, and the fact that Nemesis 2s were out there right now under the other symbols continuing their grizzly work.

That thirty-two other demonic symbols revolved over untouched hives at this very moment, where human flesh was being crafted into walls and Nemesis queens were siphoning souls into their dark gems.

He tried to imagine the anguish and terror of those captured by the demons, and simply couldn’t.

But that awareness lay upon his spirit like a lead cape, smothering all flickers of joy from their victory.

People milled about the huge ballroom, set weapons down, gathered by the leftover pizza where Manna bread baskets had been set out as well. Water dispensers were swamped, and James saw that the nine-man teams were sticking together, loose collectives with a vague us-versus-them attitude that spoke to some measure of trust earned in combat.

A good sign.

Serenity and he left Crimson Hydra with the promise of a swift return and made their way to the control area next to the stage where tables covered in electronic gear were being setup. A half dozen men and women in military fatigues were connecting computers to servers and other black boxes James couldn’t identify.

Probably the ASOCC system Hackworth had promised.

Richard and Jessica were standing and speaking with the leader of the military tech team but excused themselves and strode to meet them as he and Serenity approached.

“So much to tell you,” said Richard, clearly uncertain as to whether he should smile or be serious. “About the military strike, improvements I’ve come up with for our next raid—”

“Did you bring the gem?” asked Jessica. “And congratulations. I’m really thrilled you all made it back in one piece.”

“Gem, then us, got it,” said Serenity tiredly. “No, just keeping things clear.”

Jessica flushed. “I’m sorry. It’s entirely possible I’ve become obsessed with saving humanity from a demonic invasion. Still. You’re right. I really am glad you both made it back alive.”

“I’m just messing with you,” said Serenity with a wan smile. “Haha, funny Serenity.”

“We’ve got the gem,” said James. “It’s back with my team wrapped up in a jacket.”

“We should deliver it to the proper authorities,” said Jessica firmly. “We need to have it analyzed in a lab.”

“Orrrrr…” said Richard, dragging out the word, and from Jessica’s immediate irritation it was obvious this was an argument they’d been having. “Or we examine it and see if there’s some benefit our team can get.”

“Benefit?” asked James.

“Yes. Look, in any raid or whatever, there’s always a big boss guarding treasure. You kill the boss, you get XP—experience points—and then you get loot. That’s the way this works. But all you guys found was a huge black gem, right? So that’s the loot. The last thing you want to do is give it away to other people.”

“This is not World of Warcraft, Richard,” snapped Jessica. “That gem was quite possibly created with the souls or vitality of thousands of innocent people.”

“Right, and being shoved up as close to the demon symbol as possible, yeah? Like an offering? Or—and this is my pet theory as of fifteen minutes ago—a battery. Like, what if the symbols are dormant, and require the sacrifice of a certain number of souls to evolve, or open up, or whatever? That would explain so much, including the demons’ need to place the gem as close to the symbol as they could get.”

“Plausible, but how does that change our responsibility to hand it over to qualified scientists?”

“Because, Jess, that means it’s full of what I like to call ‘power.’” He annunciated the last word with exaggerated care. “Our dudes here run off power too, right? As fueled by your Arete?”

“Sure,” said James dubiously.

“So the way this works is that this gem is full of that power. I’m guessing. We hand it off to the scientists, we’ll not only never see it again, but most likely someone else will get that reward.” Richard shook his head. “That’d be a serious mistake.”

“Dude,” said Serenity. “That gem is full of human essence. You saying we should—what? Drink it down?”

Richard spread his hands. “What I’m saying is that this is a war, and we need every edge we can get. Educated guesses based on a lifetime of seeing how these things play out. Also, think of it this way: if you could ask those people what they’d prefer to see happen with their essence, do you think they’d rather it be wasted in a lab, or used to empower their avengers who plan to go right back out and kill more demons?”

James rubbed his heavily calloused palm with his thumb. “I hear what you’re saying, Richard, but…” He shook his head slowly. “You weren’t there. You didn’t see the things we saw. What was done to those people. Even if you’re right and that gem contains power we can use, I don’t… I mean, I can’t use it. Not given what it is, and how it was… harvested.”

Richard frowned, hung his head for a moment, then sighed. “I hear you. You’ve got qualms. Morals. You’re a decent guy. Whereas I’m a cutthroat gamer who only sees logical angles and means to get ahead in this war. Obviously I can’t force anybody to take my advice, but if we’re going to win this thing in the long run, we’re going to have to start taking advantage of these situations when they appear.”

“For all we know that gem could be filled with demonic poison,” said Serenity. “Or corrupt whoever uses it and turns them into a demon. Or explodes when cracked, taking out a square block and everybody in it. Or it could open a portal to the demonic realm, or literally anything at all, given that we’re dealing with demons and magic here. I’m with James on this one. Sure there’s video game logic to what you’re saying, but honey, this ain’t a video game. We’re liable to get our asses killed fucking around with demon artifacts.”

“Look.” James raised a hand to forestall Richard’s response. “We’re going to wipe the city clean of these hives. Which means acquiring many more of these gems. I’m happy to have the first one analyzed by professionals who can blow themselves up if it turns out this thing is a bomb. Or find a way to restore this supposed energy to the rightful owners, who are currently lying comatose.”

“That’s… a good point,” said Richard, rubbing the back of his neck. “I guess it’s their energy in the first place.”

“Right.” James pinched the bridge of his nose. “Which brings us to the next point. Jessica, we’ve got almost a thousand survivors in the cleared dead zone, which will be soon overrun by Second Wave Nemeses. What do we do with them?”

“Where are they?”

“I’ve got the triads who saw the least combat evacuating them, but it’s slow, hard work. We’re collecting them at a high school three blocks south of the dead zone, but that won’t work for long.”

“I’ll…” Jessica frowned. “I’ll let the right people know. Maybe FEMA or Red Cross can step in. Though everybody is already way past capacity.”

Richard rubbed vigorously at his face. “Thirty-four symbols remain in our area. If we rescue at a least a thousand people from each, that’s thirty-four thousand comatose victims that will need care. I don’t see how that’s possible.”

“Which means getting the energy back into them somehow from these black gems,” said James.

“Maybe the energy will just flow back into them if the gem’s broken,” said Serenity.

“Maybe.” James felt exhausted despite being physically refreshed. “Any word on the Second Wave?”

“Global clusterfuck,” said Richard. “Though word’s gotten out, and people aren’t fighting the Nemesis 2s as they appear. Which means they’re all heading to reinforce the symbols in enormous numbers.”

“We’ve got our work cut out for us, that’s for sure.” James forced himself to stand up straight. “What else?”

Jessica tapped her tablet, frowned, then looked up. “Word is going round that the military strike was a success, but we’re obviously not in the loop. A debrief is going to be made public to elected officials shortly, and we’ll learn the details then.”

“Good,” said James.

“So much to talk about.” Richard rubbed his hands energetically on his hips. “First off, we’re going to need to call in all triad leaders for our own debrief and upgrades I want to implement. Huge learning curve, trying to run things from here. I want to implement drone surveillance and have everybody carrying an Apple AirTag so that I can monitor things more accurately. Getting everybody in position and ready to go at the same time was a nightmare this first-time round. We can definitely improve it.”

“AirTag?” asked James.

“Yeah, like a GPS tracker, they’ll allow me to keep a rough estimate as to everybody’s location in real time. That way if a team gets lost, or a member gets separated, we can track them, and I can guide them back via drone and radio.”

“Fancy,” said Serenity.

“That and I need data like yesterday on this leveling madness that took place. I’ve got Cindy working on getting forms synched with our database so that we can pass iPads around and have everyone update their levels and Benedictions. It’s crucial that we figure out how this synergy works, and whether they’re all on the same playing field or certain team compositions are better.”

James nodded thoughtfully. “It felt right, working as a team of nine. Things slid into place, like we’d already fought together.”

“And we need a better name for these groups,” said Richard, irrepressible. “Teams is too…” He made a face. “Weak sauce. I was thinking maybe ka-tet, like from Stephen King’s Gunslinger series. A group brought together by fate or god to work his will upon the Earth, you know?”

“If we’re going that route,” said Jessica archly, “I’d prefer Kurt Vonnegut’s ‘karass.’ He described it as a group of people who work together to do God’s will, as if each person in the group were a finger supporting a cat’s cradle.”

“Classier, sure, but ka-tet has a better vibe,” said Richard.

“I’ll let you guys figure it out.” James rubbed at this face. “I should talk to everyone. Where’s the mic?”

A moment later he climbed up on the stage, and the murmur that filled the ballroom subsided. People remained standing, but everyone oriented on him.

On some level it was weird. They’d all just gone through an incredibly intense battle, but nobody was injured. Here and there he saw torn clothing, obvious signs of bloodletting, and quite a few people were spattered in Nemesis blood, but otherwise everyone was hale.

Aeviternum and Healing Grace plus overwhelming numbers had seen them through the battle.

“Hey everyone, I’m going to keep this short.” James moved to the front of the stage and stared down at nothing in particular, frowning. For a drawn-out moment he didn’t say anything, but then he inhaled deeply and raised his gaze. “We did it. We went in there and killed every fucking demon we could find. We’ve got people still there extracting the last of the victims, and with a little luck soon either FEMA or Red Cross will take care of them. We also brought home a black gem from the heart of their hive, and are going to hand it over to the experts so they can find a way to get those people’s souls back.”

James pursed his lips.

“What I should do is go into the NYCEM to talk to military folks and politicians about the gem, how their attack went, and share data on what we’ve discovered about working together. But…” He hesitated, then his resolve firmed. “I’m not going to. I’m going after our second symbol. There are good people right now in need of our help. We’re low on Aeviternum points, so we’ll play this one more cautiously, but the Second Wave’s going to be coming in, and this is our last chance to grab a gem and extract more folks before the site gets swarmed.”

Nods, frowns, people turning to glance at each other.

“You all don’t have to come. You’ve earned the right to rest up and catch your breath. But if you’re ready for more levels, more power, and kicking some more demon ass, I’d love to have you along.”

“Hell yeah,” someone shouted.

“Put me in, Coach!” yelled an old lady.

“We’re leaving in fifteen minutes,” James called out. “If you’re down for round two, I don’t know, move to the left side of the ballroom. If you want to wait this one out, move to the right. Good? Good.”

He walked off the stage and handed the microphone to Jessica. “Guess I’ve made my decision.”

“Indeed.” She switched the mike off and handed it to Cindy. “I’ll be heading to the NYCEM with the gem. We also need to maintain cordial relations with Major Hackworth, at the very least, and while you’re in the field my time is best spent there, regardless. I’m looking to hire another five assistants and need Commissioner Morgan to sign off on my new title, Deputy Commissioner.”

“Promoting yourself?” asked Serenity.

“I have to. Waiting for James to sign off on all the docs I’ve got lined up is holding back too many important developments. This way we can expedite matters.”

“You should be the CEO, far as I’m concerned,” said James.

“There’s only one CEO in government,” said Jessica, “and he’s in the White House. But thank you. I appreciate the sentiment.”

Richard rubbed at his bristly scalp, buzzed down out of necessity due to his hair loss. “Well, OK, I’ll stay here and make sure the ASOCC’s up and running ASAP. Cindy, you get a handle on that Red Bull cooler situation I asked you about?”

Cindy lowered her chin to stare at him over her librarian glasses. “No, Star Boy. I haven’t.”

“Damn.” He snapped his fingers. “How am I supposed to work without a constant supply of sugar and caffeine? No, don’t worry about me. I’ll find a way to survive.”

Cindy blinked primly at him and turned to James. “If you’re heading out in fifteen minutes, I’ll hold off on collecting the new leveling information till you get back. Which is fine, that gives me a few hours to make sure everything’s as it should be. How many people are planning to spend the night? Jessica told me she only reserved three floors.”

“Only,” said Serenity.

“I don’t know. Most people here are locals, so…” James shrugged. “Grab another couple of floors for the folks who aren’t from Brooklyn?”

“I’ll take care of that,” said Cindy, looking to Jessica for confirmation. “You head on down to the EM.”

“Sounds good,” said Jessica. “Look into dinner if possible, see what the Marriott kitchen’s capable of producing and then just call everyone and anyone who’s still delivering. These people are going to come back hungry. Richard—”

“Star Boy.”

“—have an updated version of the guidelines on the site by the time we reconvene for our evening debrief. I’ll share what I learned from the government, and we’ll review plans for tomorrow as well as how people can get room keys. Everybody clear?”

“Yes, Deputy Commissioner,” said Serenity, snapping a salute and grinning.

“You’re the best thing that happened to us,” said James. “Thanks, Jessica.”

“Thank me once the apocalypse is over. Good luck, everyone.”

“May the Force be with you,” said Richard.

“Peace out sign,” said Serenity, looping her arm through James's and turning him away. “Let’s find the hotel bar. We’ve got nine minutes.”

James chuckled. So much was going on and all at once that he felt almost gratefully overwhelmed. It kept him from fixating on one thing at a time and growing panicked. “We need to check in on Herman.”

“Fuck, we should hire him. The DRC’s gonna need a drink’s guy.”

“Done,” said James. “I’ll get Jessica on it when we return.”

“Perfect.” Serenity beamed. “Now let’s go hunt down a Singapore Sling.”


Chapter 39:

Iron

The hotel bar was unattended; an air of controlled panic was palpable and turning in a slow circle James saw few hotel employees in evidence. The front desk was swamped, and a couple of valet guys out front were running themselves ragged trying to keep up with demand.

But soothing background music still played, the AC was on, and everything looked pristine and as it should.

Was this how it would end? A hollowing out of systems as people ceased showing up for work, asking themselves the critical question of why the fuck they should spend their last days on Earth checking bags and helping rich fucks to an extra set of plush towels?

“Time for some initiative,” said Serenity, and lithely ducked under the bar, ghosted down the row of fancy liquor bottles, and selected a stubby bottle of Bulleit. “One for you…” She pulled down a gorgeous, fluted bottle of tequila James had never heard of. “And one for me. What? For later. Celebratory drinks. Don’t worry, jeez, you think I’m going to get trashed before a fight? With Arete as high as I’ve got?”

“Never know,” said James, taking his bottle. “But sure. For when we have a moment to celebrate.”

They made their way back into the ballroom. Everybody had moved to the left side of the ballroom, still in their groups, people cleaning out their guns, discussing their weapons, munching on leftover pizza.

James stopped behind the huge crowd, which as one turned to gaze right back.

“Well, all right,” he smiled. “Let’s go round up the crew handling the first site and head on over to the second.”

Nods, grunts of affirmation, and in each set of eyes James saw burning determination.

It took almost two hours to get the next strike set up, however. Collecting the three hundred DRC members who’d been extracting the victims and debating how many to leave behind to guard the comatose took far longer than it should have, and then simply marching to their target took half an hour, their army swarming down the street like some kind of hoodlum procession, Nemesis 1s fleeing before them, people leaning out of windows to cheer or cry for help.

For the Second Wave was sweeping through the city, unleashing a massive torrent of Nemesis 2s upon them all. The insectile demons emerged from windows, left urban basketball courts where their summoners had gathered, and made their way with unnerving grace along rooftops or down streets.

And wherever the DRC saw them, they opened fire and destroyed them.

There had to be several hundred Deadeyes in their group, most of whom sported rifles or guns accurate to a range of hundreds of yards, which pretty much meant line of sight in the city. It became something of a competition, seeing whom could spot and open fire first on a demon before the others.

But it slowed shit down. James wanted to move at a jog, but screams and pleas for help tore at their hearts even as they all recognized that they couldn’t stop and provide assistance. Doing so would have diffused their force across all of Brooklyn, so instead here and there a squad—a ka-tet?—would peel off and enter a building or rush down an alleyway only to hustle and catch up when they were done.

Richard guided them through the last few blocks as the demon symbol came into view, burning with its purple fire over another residential block, five hundred feet up. Each Crimson team leader was told which street to approach through, and their massive army slowly fragmented, groups branching away, the main core growing ever smaller as they approached.

But it wasn’t smooth as before.

Thousands upon thousands of Nemesis 2s were closing in on the target as well, and with so many people in the street, there was no way to avoid conflict.

James walked down the center of the avenue, fire-axe held in both hands, lips pursed, not even looking any more each time Serenity or Becca opened fire on a new target. The Ebon and Ivory Hydra teams came behind, each sporting their own Deadeye, and the gunfire was almost constant.

Concern was growing in his heart. The dead zone was only three blocks ahead, but already they’d killed scores of Nemesis 2s, which meant burning through magazines.

“Serenity, how much ammo you got left?”

Serenity lowered her Tavor to tap her army vest. “Shit, down to six. I thought I’d brought… fuck. I’m going through them quicker than I thought.”

She’d had to scrounge for her mags back at the first site, then spent fifteen minutes of downtime thumbing NATO rounds into them all. Even so, keeping supplied was going to be a problem.

“Becca?”

The black-haired merc drilled another Nemesis 2 with a three-round burst, her scowl intent, and didn’t even look down to check. “Four mags left.” And hers carried forty rounds.

Quick math: a Nemesis took about a half dozen Smite rounds to the head to drop. Serenity had 240, Becca had 160. Four hundred rounds, which meant with perfect accuracy they could kill around sixty or so demons.

James raised a hand and turned to stare back the way they’d come. Nemesis 2s were filling the street, a sparse crowd for now, but they were drawn here from who knew how many miles around, thousands of them.

“Richard, this is Kelly. Give the command to all teams: we’re not entering the dead zone. Instead, we’re going to turn and hold our positions in a perimeter just outside it and try to kill as many Nemesis 2s as we can as they try to enter.”

“Kelly, this is Star Boy, order received. Telling the other teams now.”

“Listen up!” roared James, moving through his own team so that Ebon and Ivory Hydra saw him, and the Golem triad beyond could hear as well. “Change of plans! We don’t have the ammo to handle the hive and the Second Wave, so we’re setting up shop here. Get some cover, stand together, and prepare to hold the line. We should be seeing hundreds if not more Nemesis 2s coming this way, and we’re going to stop them.”

“What about the hive?” demanded Bjørn, tone cool, brows lowered.

“That’ll be round two. We’ll come back with tons of ammo and clean house. All right folks, get in place. Sarah, we’re the tip of the spear with your circle. Hold it in reserve till we need it. Hydra, we’re staking out this block. Golem, you’re moving a block closer to the hive to pick off any Nemeses that make it past us along the rooftops.”

People nodded, responding to the authority he projected, even if he wasn’t quite sure of his plan. Sarah rolled up her flannel sleeves and moved to stand front and center in the middle of the avenue, her forearms tanned and sinewy.

“Bless Green,” said James, kicking the siege off officially, and his stats bumped up by +6, an intoxicating sensation that he wasn’t sure he’d ever get used to.

“Shields, you’re doing crowd control. If the onslaught gets too thick, you’re to slow them down to manageable levels. Becca, Serenity, make each bullet count. Once you run dry, our time here will be limited.”

Sarah evoked her Circle of Protection, its white perimeter blazing to life, with a radius of three yards, and then let it drop.

“Now you know where to stand,” she said, eyes trained down the avenue.

Becca and Serenity took ten and two o’clock while James took twelve. Shields were at the three and nine, while the Blessers with their regular guns stood clustered around their six. Ebon took the left sidewalk so they could watch the right rooftops, and Ivory did the opposite.

And the Nemesis 2s advanced on them.

Gunfire was perfunctory and efficient. Serenity was able to target demons two, three blocks away, her aim immaculate, her Tavor spitting death, while Becca worked on targets that came into view just above them.

At first it was manageable, clusters drifting into range, but then Serenity put up her gun. “There’s a big wave coming down the street. Looks like the bulk of Wave Two.”

“How many you figure?” asked James.

“I mean…” Serenity sighted down her gun again. “Forty? A hundred? Hard to tell.”

“Start dropping ’em,” said James, and both women complied.

Gunfire raged from blocks over in both directions. James raised his radio. “Richard, this is Kelly. We got the main wave approaching, two blocks and closing, over.”

“Kelly, this is Star Boy. Looks like everybody’s about to get hit. I’ll let you know if the situation calls for an exit, out.”

James took a deep steadying breath. His pool of 50 Arete had reset over the past few hours; thank God it didn’t take twenty-four hours like Aeviternum. That meant Denzel had a couple of Healing Graces in the tank, and everybody had at least one revive.

Not a lot of room for error.

The guns chattered, the demons dropped, but more kept coming.

“Level,” said Denzel, not nearly as excited as earlier that day.

“Same,” said Joanna.

“Me too,” called Bjørn.

James wiped his palm on his hip, gripped his axe, fought the urge to ignite Smite. Becca and Serenity had endless targets, and occasionally would swivel to shoot a Nemesis off the rooftop. James watched them drop mags with a sinking feeling.

Your rank is now Supplicant 5

You have 5 unspent points.

“Level,” he whispered, and placed the five points in Arete, bringing him to 55. But it wasn’t just his Aura Strength that went up; his Aura type also changed:

Aura: Iron

Aura Strength: 1

“Holy shit,” he whispered. “Hey, I got Iron Aura.”

“What the fuck does that mean?” called Serenity. “New type?”

“Yeah.” James inhaled deeply, felt a new certainty suffuse him, a quiet confidence that washed away his doubts. “Focus fire on the rooftops. Let’s see what it can do. Ready, Sarah?”

“Always,” said the homeless lady, and from her it didn’t sound like a boastful claim, but a quiet, bleak truth.

Serenity and Becca each took a side of the rooftops to focus on, and the Nemesis 2s in the avenue came scuttling quickly toward them, no longer pushed back by gunfire.

James watched them come. Their scythe-arms, their huge abdomens, their rearing black thoraxes, their porcelain white masks with their universal sneers.

“C’mon you fuckers. C’mon. Shields, funnel them up. Bring ’em to me.”

“Wait, James, sir,” said Jason, alarmed. “There’s too many. Sarah’s circle—”

“Will hold for as long as it needs to,” said Sarah with grim determination. “Have fun, James.”

The white flames spread around them, forming the sacred perimeter, encompassing the median and two lanes on either side, and then James stepped forth over its edge.

The wise move would have been to wait for them to hit the perimeter and tested his aura from within, but there were so many. He’d seen what happened when Sarah got overwhelmed. The chaos, the bloodshed, the collapse of cohesion.

No. Best if he stepped forward, became the focal point, and kept Sarah from being tested too hard.

Plus he wanted the satisfaction of seeing what an Iron Aura could do.

The Nemesis 2s rushed toward them, thirty, forty strong, a wave of clicking legs and scythes, and James readied his fire-axe, still striding forward, until with a roar he broke into a sprint and charged right at them.

His aura didn’t flare out.

His aura didn’t spread to its former radius, forming a bubble of protection.

Panic gripped his heart, his roar rose as he swung his axe, and he heard a scream from behind as several Nemeses closed on him, scythes slicing down at him.

His axe tore through the chest of the one right before him, Smite lighting up its length, crushing and collapsing the Nemesis 2s chest.

But three other attacks got through, the wicked blades slashing down at his back and legs.

Laney.

But he felt nothing. He caught the axe on the through-swing, turned, and wherever he moved Nemeses ashed.

But only when they came within an inch of him. No aura encased him when they did, but a swathe of metal appeared exactly where they’d have touched him, and their bodies ashed where they tried to push through it, destroying their scythes till they reared back in confusion and alarm.

James stood still, panting for breath, and then let out a belly laugh. “C’mon, you bastards.” He spread his arms. “I’m right here! Come get me!”

The Nemesis 2s didn’t seem to understand. With the insectile hunger of ants they swarmed him, slashing and cutting with their blades again and again, causing smears of metallic aura to appear before each assault and destroy them.

James threw himself at them, swing his axe for range, and wove drunkenly about, hacking and chopping with abandon. Gunfire rang out from further down the street, but here the Nemeses were focused on him, and he could almost sense their rage and bafflement as they swarmed him again and again, losing limbs until he hacked them apart altogether.

But it was a slow process. His previous aura had washed over several of them at once. Now he needed to actually come within touching range. He ran at the demons, burst through their ranks like a white-hot poker through a bank of snow, but they didn’t ash up completely, often lost a limb, a scythe, or sometimes a chunk of their side.

James slowed, expecting to be out of breath, but only lightly winded. He needed more speed. “Bless James!” he shouted.

His +6 jumped to +15.

His speed went from 14, up from 8, to 23, his Strength to 26. The axe became weightless, a baton, and with one arm he began to swing it about as he raced back and forth, hurling himself again and again wherever the demons were clustered thickest.

There was no end to them, but the corpses didn’t trip him up; wherever he went the fallen ashed beneath his feet.

“Kelly, this is Star Boy.” James almost didn’t hear his radio where it was stuck to his chest. “We’ve got multiple triads withdrawing. The numbers are too high. Suggest you withdraw so you don’t get stranded, over.”

James came to a stop, still not out of breath. Hundreds more Nemesis 2s were coming down the street. One leaped at him, dropped from the sky and ashed as his Iron Aura cut through its center.

Your rank is now Supplicant 6

You have 5 unspent points.

James looked back to his companions. They awaited within Sarah’s circle, Becca and Serenity picking off errant demons that chose not to engage him and try to reach the hive.

He made a decision.

“Listen up.” He strode back. “You guys are going to head out. There’s no sense in my running around like a headless chicken. Ask Richard for a rendezvous point, and I’ll meet you there when I’m done.”

“When you’re done?” Serenity’s alarm was immediate. “What the fuck you talking about?”

He felt his aura activate behind him as a Nemesis 2 charged him and ashed.

“I’m invulnerable to them now. They’ll keep coming till the hive is infested. So I’m going in solo. I’m going to find the Queen, kill it, and bring that gem out. And even if it takes me all night, I’ll going to kill them all.”


Chapter 40:

The Bear of Wall Street

“No way,” said Serenity, glancing about rapidly if about to cross a busy street, then striding right up to him. “No way am I going to let you go in there alone.”

“You’re out of ammo.”

“So let’s resupply. James, if you’re going in, there’s no need to do it this second. Think, yeah? All those Nemesis 2s will be there in half an hour’s time.”

“But I want to go now,” he almost said.

“James, there’s another angle to this,” said Bjørn, moving up to the front of the protective circle. “What if our ka-tet bond doesn’t extend that far? You’d be depriving all of us of the incredibly amount of experience you’re about to accrue.”

“Yeah, for real,” said Denzel. “And come on man. Are we in this together or not? Was all that talk about being a team just hot air?”

James sucked on his teeth. Another Nemesis 2 ashed against his back, causing everybody to flinch.

Bjørn raised his arm and turned to the others. “Show of hands who wants to resupply and go in with James.”

Serenity, Becca, and Denzel immediately raised their arms. Joanna hesitated then nodded, did the same. Jason rubbed at this jaw, sighted up and down the street, then grimaced and raised his arm too.

“Yadriel? Sarah?” Bjørn’s tone was gentle. “You in?”

Yadriel scowled, averted his eyes, then shrugged. “Whatever, fine. I’m down from some free XP.”

Sarah’s face could have been carved from driftwood. “I didn’t make this far by taking unnecessary risks. My circle won’t last long in there.”

Serenity whipped her bullpup up and shot a Nemesis 2 that was coming at them from the side, blasting its porcelain mask aside.

James knew he could apply pressure either way, convince her to come, convince her to leave. But he felt frozen, torn by his own desire to go alone and his loyalty to his crew.

Bjørn picked up the slack for him. “As you are, sure. But if you keep raising your Arete as we level, your circle will grow proportionately powerful. That’s the entire point. We’re about to earn more power through James’s aura than we can imagine.”

Sarah wavered, her frown deepening.

Bjørn turned and pointed at James as if he were on the witness stand and Bjørn the prosecutor. “James said we have to take risks if we’re to stay ahead. That’s my language. My entire career was based on intuiting which were the right risks to take, which would pay off the most. I’ve a sense for this. And I’m telling you now, Sarah, that I have no desire to throw my life away needlessly, and that I’m confident that we’ll come out of this smelling like roses.” Bjørn smiled, the expression impossibly charismatic and wolfish on his shaggy face. “Don’t you want to find out what comes after Supplicant?”

Sarah’s eyes narrowed suspiciously.

Becca and Serenity shot down three more Nemesis 2s.

“You using your power on me?” asked the homeless lady.

“Scouts honor I’m not.” Bjørn raised his hand. “What do you say? Ready to make the smart bet?”

“You must have made a lot of money,” said Joanna, tone admiring.

“Lady, you’ve no idea.”

“Fine.” Sarah drew herself up. “But it’s not because of your fancy words. It’s because I’m willing to trust James to see us through.”

Everyone turned to stare at him.

“I’ll do my best. You know that.”

“Then let’s get more ammo,” said Serenity, her mag dropping out of her bullpup. “I’m almost out. Yadriel, help me collect my mags.”

“Why me?” protested the kid.

“It’ll help you build character. Now hurry.”

A few minutes later they moved back down the avenue, Golem and the other two Hydra teams following after. With ammo almost out they mostly just hoofed it, James running intercept as best he could but ordering everybody to form a column so that they’d attract as little attention as possible.

And just as before, the Nemesis 2s ignored them and streamed toward the hive.

James radioed in for more ammo, and Richard told them they’d have to wait, as Jessica’s negotiations to acquire more 556 NATO rounds had stalled out. Red tape was holding things up, and the military was wisening up to the fact that ammo was becoming a precious resource.

After an hour of waiting inside an abandoned and mostly picked-clean Duane Reade, James lost his patience. “This is going to take all night. Let’s run an experiment. You stay here, and I’ll move toward the hive. Let’s see how far we can go before we lose our connection.”

“No,” said Serenity with a saccharine smile.

“Yo, this is just like the zombie movies,” said Yadriel, who was trying to figure out a way to roll up the security barrier that someone had locked down over the pharmacy counter. “Or like Covid. Remember how all the toilet paper disappeared?”

Denzel had requisitioned a pack of Oreos. “How long you all figure the power’s going to stay on?”

“A while yet,” said Becca, tone cool from the doorway where she was watching the street. “The grid’s delicate. The government and military know that. They’ll make sure a crew remains on-site at key locations no matter what happens. Same with the water supply.”

James took a steadying breath. “Well, the power’s on now, so you guys can hang tight and enjoy the break. I’m going in.”

“James, wait.” Serenity stepped up and grabbed his arm. “Come here.” She pulled him aside, further into the Duane Reade, down the aisle where toothpaste and deodorant were stocked. “What’s going on with you? Why you needing to throw yourself into this suicide run?”

“Why?” James wrestled with his own impatience with the question itself. “For all the right reasons, Serenity. There are people in there right now getting fed into that cocoon. I could make a difference. I have the power now.”

“There are way too many people out there for you to save,” Serenity said quietly, running a hand down his chest, straightening out the lapels of his black and gray ice jacket. “But there’s only one of you. We’ve agreed you’re going in. We just need more ammo. Wait for us.”

James grimaced and turned away.

“James.” Her voice was insistent. “This isn’t like you. You’re calm and steady. But now you’re like a junky being told to wait before his next fix. What’s going on? You know the right move is for us to go in together.”

James bit his lower lip, glared out over the aisles, then sighed. “Look.” But he didn’t know what he wanted to say. Why did he need to get in there so badly? He stared down at the gray carpeting. The need was real, an imperative, but he didn’t understand it. Serenity was right. An extra few hours to ensure his survival and the leveling up of his new crew was worth it. Yes, people were being hurt, but there were thirty-one other symbols out there. He couldn’t save them all.

But wasn’t it worth rushing in if he could save an extra handful, even?

James’s frown deepened. No, he realized. This war was a marathon, not a sprint. If he tore around trying to do his reckless utmost forever, he’d get himself killed. And much as he didn’t feel special, he couldn’t deny the role he’d taken on. The calamitous effect it’d have on the new DRC.

“Look,” said Serenity softly. “I think I understand. It’s a chance to help. A chance you didn’t have, years ago.”

James’s skin goose-pimpled, and a wash of rage flooded through him. A week ago he’d have—what? Rejected anybody who thought they knew that part of him, knew what he felt, why he did what he did. But now? He felt the great weight of the Arete on his soul, the enforced clarity it gave him. How it didn’t mitigate the pain, the fury, but how it made him aware of his reflexive response, and in noticing it, disarmed its control over him.

“And I’m hardly one to preach good behavior,” continued Serenity, pausing only to laugh bitterly at herself. “But c’mon. Bonnie and Clyde, right? Nothing good will come from your breaking this partnership. Give us a few more hours. Just… wait a bit more. I promise it’ll be worth it. Trust me?”

James sighed and hung his head. “Yeah. All right. I trust you.”

“Good.” Her relief was obvious to him but neatly hidden under her smile. “’Cause that means I get to do some quick shopping. A girl’s got to take care of herself, and hygiene’s the first thing to go when the apocalypse hits.”

“Knock yourself out.”

“Oh, don’t get high and mighty. You need some deodorant, too. Here, I’ll grab you some stuff.”

She headed to the front of the shop, grabbed a basket, and then disappeared down an aisle.

James wandered up front. Sarah was grabbing bags of peanuts and Reese’s Pieces and shoving them inside her voluminous denim jacket. Joanna was working her way through some track and field stretches, while Jason was seated cross-legged, hands on his knees, eyes closed.

“Smart kid,” said Bjørn, moving over to join James. “Says he’s taken up meditation because of his heart. I think we should all do the same.”

James considered the other man. He was perhaps just a little younger than him, later 30’s, but his self-possession, the now wrinkled but expensive suit, and his rugged, handsome looks made him feel the same age. “You’re probably used to stress from your old job.”

“Different kind of stress.” Bjørn leaned on the cashier counter. “There’s a difference between watching a run on a stock and watching a run on your Circle of Protection. Still.” Bjørn considered. “Some overlap, I suppose. Either you have the mental fortitude to handle the stress, or you don’t.”

“And you do?”

“So far.” Bjørn considered him with renewed interest. “What’s your story, James? You came out of nowhere to lead this movement, whereas the angel investors and start-up gurus and visionary CEOs and all the other leadership types I know have fallen into hysterical obscurity. You’re educated. You speak well, though I’ve noticed you fall into a street accent at times, which is fascinating.”

James’s face flushed. “I do?”

“Sure. Maybe it’s a defensive thing. It probably doesn’t help to sound educated on the street.”

“I’m not educated. Not like you mean.”

Bjørn’s smile was vulpine. “But you know what I mean.”

“Yeah.” James exhaled, crossed his arms, and looked away. “Guess I do. I’m just a guy, Bjørn. Not a big hot shot like you. Used to be an EMT, back in the day, but a family tragedy I don’t want to talk about ended things as I knew ’em, and for a while, I just drifted.”

Bjørn nodded, his gaze piercing. “Cometh the hour, cometh the man. I’ve hired hundreds of people over the course of my former career, James. I like to think I’ve an instinct for talent, for that intangible spark that differentiates one promising candidate from a hundred others. I’m not blowing smoke up your ass when I say you’ve got it.”

James snorted. “Maybe you’re not as good a judge as you think, Bjørn. I’d have made a terrible investment banker.”

“Oh, I know. You’d never have made it past the preliminaries at my firm. But that’s not what I’m talking about. Anyways, this is just a long-winded way of saying I’m glad we’re on the same team.”

“What about yourself?” James looked Bjørn up and down. “Can’t be too many guys like you on Wall Street. Why the rough beard? You can afford a razor, can’t you?”

“Sure.” Bjørn smiled his wolfish smile. “It’s branding. I had something of a notorious start to the business. After the big crash of 2008 I was let go from my firm and started ConvenantWealth. I’ve since grown it to be one of the largest private equity firms in the country, with a portfolio in the hundreds of billions.” He paused, considered. “Well, it was as of a week ago.”

“Impressive,” said James, not really caring.

“I remember you.” Becca rolled around on her shoulder to stare at Bjørn. “You were featured in GQ, right? The Bear of Wall Street?”

“I might have done a fashion shoot with them, yes,” allowed Bjørn.

Becca’s dark blue eyes glittered. “Wasn’t your firm behind the gutting of Leapfrog Shoes? And Play It Again Toys. And—”

“Private equity is a dangerous business,” laughed Bjørn. “The rise of e-commerce giants like Amazon created a challenging retail environment for smaller businesses. ConvenantWealth and our partners merely tried to help.”

“Sure,” said Becca, eyes narrowing. “I’m not judging. It’s a jungle out there. The world needs predators to keep things in check.”

“Well.” Bjørn smoothed down his suit. “I suppose that is especially true now.”

Becca grinned and raised her rifle. “Isn’t that the truth.”

The pair of them held each other’s gaze, and even James noticed the sudden tension in the air between them. He stepped away, and neither seemed to notice.

Wanting solitude, James moved out into the street. Occasionally a Nemesis 2 passed by, and he’d ash it, but their concentration had vastly diminished.

Finally, an hour or so later, a new hatchback pulled up before their location and one of Jessica’s new assistants hopped out. Crimson Hydra stepped out onto the street, and Denzel and Jason helped the lady pull out six army green ammo cans out of the trunk along with a bunch of magazines and two large exterior frame hiking backpacks.

“That’s almost five thousand rounds,” said the assistant, who’d introduced herself as Maliya. “We’re getting them shipped in from Jersey, but logistics are collapsing, and Jessica said Major Hackworth isn’t able to give or sell ammo to us.”

“We’ll make do,” said Serenity, sitting cross-legged beside a can and grabbing some mags. “Give me a moment while I load these up.”

Everybody pitched in, and soon both Becca and Serenity had ten loaded magazines which they placed in their vest’s pockets or dumped into backpacks along with another three ammo cans each.

“Gotta love this increased Strength,” said Becca with a wry smile, slinging her heavy backpack over her shoulders. “Ready when you are, boss.”

“Same,” said Serenity, shrugging her backpack on, checking her vest, then bringing her Tavor up. “And now we’ve got enough ammo to have a real party.”

“Best of luck,” said Maliya. “Star Boy asked that you radio in just before you hit the perimeter.”

“His name is Richard Stokes,” said Serenity. “C’mon.”

Maliya laughed nervously. “He’s pretty insistent.”

“It’s never going to happen,” said Serenity, turning to James. “Right?”

“In this world we live in?” James took up his axe. “I guess anything is possible. Everybody ready?”

Yadriel took a big bite from his king-sized candy bar. “Ready.”

There were murmurs of assent all round.

Almost James considered trying to warn them off again, but he saw resolve in everybody’s faces. “All right. Then it looks like we’re all going in. Let’s go.”


Chapter 41:

Aura Mastery

James led the way, fire-axe propped over his shoulder, gaze fixed on the empty street ahead. Street lights came on, burning with a toxic orange light, illuminating the remains of dead demons and the occasional sign of destruction. A car abandoned where it had slammed into a light post. Shattered windows. Splatters of drying blood on the sidewalk.

But nobody was out this close to the hive. Even the amateur levelers seemed to know better than to come too close to a demon sign, its horrific presence bathing the blocks with a subtle purple radiance, gleaming on car windshields, causing pools of ichor to scintillate, tainting the very air with its haze.

There weren’t any more rogue Nemesis 2s in the area, either. They’d all reached the hive. Not only that, but they’d immediately gotten to work, and the paste wall of human flesh now extended completely across the street up ahead, two stories tall and crawling with demons who were putting the finishing touches on their work.

James kept his gaze squarely on their target. Some part of him tried to calculate how many people it’d take to make a wall that big. Six inches deep, six or seven yards high.

The answer was simple: it didn’t matter. One dead person was already an abomination.

And as he drew closer that feverish desire to fight his way inside from before seemed to center, to grow full and heavy and dense, become a cold and unyielding need to punish the creatures that had done this.

And now, with Iron Aura 1, he could. He’d used his Supplicant 6 points to boost his Stamina to 10; he had to be able to keep his breath if the fighting got thick, and it was time to ensure he didn’t get winded when the shit hit the fan.

They moved as a team. Becca and Serenity just a step behind and out wide on his flanks. Sarah in the center, Denzel and Joanna beside her, with Yadriel, Jason, and Bjørn in the back.

It felt surprisingly good to move forward with them as a crew. As if they had been doing this for years. Their movements felt instinctive, purposeful, right.

Was that due to their Arete? Was there really some kind of mystical bond between them now? If he closed his eyes, he felt like he’d almost be able to sense them, but he could be just fooling himself.

But they were more than a bunch of strangers. They were a crew indeed, a ka-tet, as Richard had called it, a team of nine united by a single and solitary desire: to defend their home and bring vengeance to the invaders.

Block by block they drew closer. They reached the spot where they’d made a stand last time. Insectile corpses lay thick upon the ground, but they ashed before him, collapsing and crunching underfoot.

James raised the radio. “Richard, this is Kelly. We’re in position. One block east of the wall. Going in.”

“Kelly, this is Star Boy. Have fun in there. Over.”

No need to say what was evident: if they got in trouble, there was nobody on hand to get them out.

And that was just fine.

James rolled his head about his neck, eliciting a series of pops and looked over his shoulder at his crew. “We ready?”

“Affirmative,” said Jason.

“Yes sir,” said Becca, Bushmaster already raised.

Denzel punched one fist into the other. “Let’s get this done.”

“Well all right then. Bless red.” He glanced at Serenity, who gave him a wink, and he led the way forward.

Each of his stats jumped by +5. It paled compared to that +15 rush, but James still let out a shaky breath of appreciation.

The Nemesis 2s on the wall sensed their slow approach, ceased their ant-like ministrations and turned as one with eerie coordination to gaze at them.

“Let’s clear that wall,” said James.

Both women opened fire.

Their attacks were surgical. Each would have won any marksmanship tournament held in the world. At a distance of half a block they had no trouble hitting the Nemesis 2 masks with perfect accuracy, pouring five or six shots into each, tracking the demons as they reared and jerked aside, only to lose their grip on the wall and fall heavily to the street.

More Nemesis 2s appeared, scuttling silently into view over the top of the wall or along the fleshy surface from the sides.

“We’ve kicked the ant’s nest,” said James. “I’m going to move forward. Don’t shoot me.”

“Keep your head down, then,” said Serenity, her voice taut with focus.

James laid the fire-axe across his shoulders, held the shaft at one end and just below the head on the other, and strolled forward.

“Come on your bastards.” His whisper was barely audible even to himself. “Come get a taste of me.”

The number of Nemesis 2s was starting to overwhelm the ladies’ ability to drop them. They leaped down onto the street and rushed forward, scythe-arms gleaming in the streetlight.

James didn’t flinch, didn’t drop his hands.

He just kept on walking, lips pursed, gaze focused on the spot he’d chosen to tackle.

The Nemesis 2s fell upon him like a breaking wave.

His Iron Aura flared into existence, just an inch away from his skin, ashing the demons over and over again, consuming them greedily, causing them to stumble and trip, to fall on him and immolate or be swept aside by the press of bodies.

The gunfire was constant.

Shields shepherded more and more of the demons to where he strode.

It was like walking through a nightmare, a bad dream filled with phantasms that dissipated before his touch. For all their speed and power they simply couldn’t hurt him, and he strode through the whirlwind of blades without flinching, glancing aside, or even noticing them.

Ash blew across him, but nothing else.

Your rank is now Supplicant 7

You have 5 unspent points.

James felt a jolt of satisfaction and almost he put the points into Arete again. But he was down to one Aeviternum, and he might need it for an empowered strike against the queen.

Maybe it wasn’t optimal, but it felt right.

James set the 5 points aside so he could bring his total up to four at the next level.

Nemesis 2s were screeching around him, flailing, swiping, hurling themselves over and over upon his aura, and dying. He could barely see the wall now, just a maelstrom of black chitin and nacreous masks, but he walked on, indomitable, unstoppable, until at last their numbers parted and the wall arose before him, baleful in the orange light.

Only now did James unshoulder his fire-axe and draw it back. Still ignoring the demons, he took a deep breath, infused the axe with Smite, and swung.

It was like hewing at the surface of an icy lake.

The wall shattered, huge plates of pink spalling right off the deeper layers, his blade sinking all the way in.

James hauled it out, took another breath, and again brought it crashing down.

The gunfire only stopped when each lady reloaded. They’d stopped perhaps twenty yards behind him, held back by the sheer number of Nemesis 2s that filled the area and swarmed around him.

He felt like a drain hole around which black ink swirled and was endlessly drained.

James swung, drew the axe out, swung again.

A hole opened before him, and then, curious, he extended his palm to the wall, demons shrieking their hatred and horror as he did so.

His Iron Aura manifested before his palm, and the vertical gash he’d created softened, grew wet, as if the meat were thawing out before his touch.

The demonic infusion leaving the flesh?

James drew his hand back. He’d rather deal with frozen jerky.

Again he swung, and again, until at last he’d created a vertical gap a foot wide and jagged with sharp edges.

“Going in,” he shouted, and shouldered his way through.

To see countless Nemesis 2s flooding toward him, their pale faces gleaming, their movements frenzied.

James spread his arms and walked forward to meet them.

They fell upon him and died.

It was taking more and more deaths to hit a new level, but eventually, it happened again:

Your rank is now Supplicant 8

You have 5 unspent points.

James nodded to himself and purchased his fourth point of Aeviternum, bringing his unspent total to two.

Up ahead hung the burning demon symbol, resplendent over the flesh fortress. James stared at it as he advanced, moving slowly so as to give the Nemesis 2s plenty of time to destroy themselves upon his aura.

His radio crackled. “James, this is Serenity. Slow down. We’re losing sight of you.”

“Serenity, this is James. I copy.”

He inhaled deeply and stood, one hand on his hip, axe over his shoulder, staring up at the symbol as the demons raged about him.

Was she watching him, the Monitor? He was only Supplicant 8, which translated into an overall Level 17. Nowhere close to what she’d said he’d need to be. Was she judging him and finding him lacking?

But he didn’t feel lacking. He spread his arms out wide as if stating, here I am.

There was no change in the symbol.

Gunfire sounded from behind, slowly advancing, and turning he saw Crimson Hydra forcing its way through the press of Nemeses, Sarah fiercely focused, chin lowered as she maintained her circle against their foes, the Shields blocking and seeking to alleviate the pressure, Serenity and Becca taking down demons left and right, the Blessers doing their best with their own inferior guns but amping up the ladies so their shots were even swifter and more accurate.

“Took you long enough,” James called with a smile.

“Show off,” shouted Serenity, not looking away from her targets.

“Let’s keep moving.”

Hands resting over the haft of his axe, James resumed approaching the flesh fortress.

“Hold up,” called Jason, and James looked back to see the young man step out of the circle, his hands raised hesitantly as he left Sarah’s protection.

A Nemesis raced at him, scythe-arms swinging, but a finger of Iron Aura speared out of Jason’s palm to impale it through the head.

The demon collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut.

Jason grinned.

“Aura Mastery?” asked James.

“You know it, sir.” Jason outstretched both palms and spears of Iron Aura began to flicker out like the world’s most delicate pistons, perfectly guided and tapering to hair-like thinness at their farthest extremities.

Where James had to wait for the demons to destroy themselves upon his aura, Jason could weaponize his, and James felt a pang of remorse: should he have gone that route?

Jason moved forward hesitantly like a guy who’d just regained use of his legs after surgery. His brow was furrowed with effort, but his Iron Aura speared out again and again, seeking out masks and punching clear through.

Demons dropped around him, again and again.

“Not bad,” said James with a wry smile. “C’mon up next to me.”

James joined him, and together they advanced.

“This is… I mean, holy shit.” Jason sounded half exhilarated, half overwhelmed.

“How far can you stretch them?”

“Let’s see.” James frowned, aimed his palm at a charging Nemesis, and a finger of aura burst forth, flying out to about four yards before attenuating to nothingness.

The demon impaled itself upon the strand and collapsed.

“Can you do two at once?”

Jason raised both palms and unleashed two spears, each about two or three yards long.

“Averages out,’ said Jason. “But if I keep alternating…”

He resumed his pistoning attack, once appearing then retracting almost too quickly to track, only for the second to burst out.

“What if you keep it extended, like a rod, and just swing it about?” asked James.

“You think? Sure. Let’s…” Jason’s frown deepened, and this time his four-yard-long spear remained extended from his palm. He swung it left, swung it right, and wherever it passed demons fell apart.

“Yes!” Jason laughed in delight. “This is…” He trailed off. “Really draining, actually, to keep it manifested like that.”

“Pace yourself,” said James. “We’ve a fair sight more to kill.”

They proceeded.

The rifles blazed. Jason impaled anything that came close. James just walked on, axe athwart his shoulders.

They forged a path to the last block that terminated in the flesh fortress.

Your rank is now Supplicant 9

You have 5 unspent points.

James frowned. What should he focus on? He studied his sheet:

Name: James Kelly

Class: None

Rank: Supplicant 9

Title: Vanguard

Virtues: None

Benedictions: Smite, Sacred Strike

First Miracle: None

Second Miracle: None

Third Miracle: None

Aura: Iron

Aura Strength: 1

Aeviternum Points: 4

Strength: 11 (Bless+3: 14)

Stamina: 10 (Bless+3: 13)

Speed: 6 (Bless+3: 9)

Agility: 5 (Bless+3: 8)

Power: 10 (Bless+3: 13)

Arete: 55

Unspent Points: 6

He’d been kicking an unspent point down the road since Supplicant 1. And while it was handy to have his physical stats raised by the constant Bless of his team, he couldn’t help but wonder if he shouldn’t bump them up again himself. Smite and Sacred Strike ran off the Power/Strength combo, but his Speed and Agility were what really let him hit in the first place.

The way things went, Iron Aura wouldn’t be as effective against Nemesis 3, meaning he’d have to take it down with his attacks. If he couldn’t land a blow, or if his Smite wasn’t strong enough, he’d be screwed.

Four points into Strength would give him a +2 Synergy to Power, leaving him with two points to dump in Speed, which was closer than Agility to one day achieving a synergy of its own.

James frowned. Aeviternum and Arete were the sexy plays, but he couldn’t let his base stats remain so poor for much longer. If he was ever separated from his team he’d be screwed.

James assigned the points, boosting his Strength, Power, and Speed.

With the +3 Bless that brought him to:

Strength: 15 (Bless+3: 18)

Stamina: 10 (Bless+3: 13)

Speed: 8 (Bless+3: 11)

Agility: 5 (Bless+3: 8)

Power: 10(12) (Bless+3: 15)

He fought the twinge of dissatisfaction. He was nowhere close to Serenity’s boosted Agility of 31, or whatever it was now. 40? More?

James resolved to ensure everyone kept track of their stats in Richard’s system when they got back.

A final wave of Nemesis 2s threw itself at them and perished.

“There,” said James as the gunfire momentarily fell silent. “The way into the fortress is open. You all want to go in?”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” grinned Jason, clearly elated. His Iron Aura spiked a few times more from his palms, then rippled up his arms to form a dozen spikes emerging from his shoulders before disappearing altogether.

“We’ve got your back, my friend,” said Bjørn. “And I’m pleased to say my wager has proven a smart one. I’ve hit Supplicant 7.”

“Same here,” the rest chorused, except for Sarah.

James raised an eyebrow at her.

“Supplicant 8. Feels good,” she allowed.

“Good.” James scanned his crew one last time. Everybody met his gaze with steady confidence.

“Gimme one sec,” said Serenity. She crouched, unslung her backpack, drew out an ammo can, and set to reloading the mags she’d stashed in her army vest pockets faster than James could believe.

It took her about ten seconds to load each one, and a minute or so later she tossed the now empty can and stood. “Ready.”

“What’s your Agility at?” James asked incredulously.

She winked at him. “Buy me a drink and I’ll tell you.”

James snorted. “Deal.” He turned and unslung his axe. “We’ve a queen to dethrone. Let’s do it.”


Chapter 42:

Bureaucratic Bullshit

James pulled himself smoothly up into the tunnel and strode into the darkness. This time he approached it without fear, extending his axe before him on the off chance that things were different this time.

They weren’t.

He hopped over the edge, out of the cloying darkness, and landed neatly on the flesh-paste floor.

An identical spire rose toward the distant demon symbol high above, and another bulbous cocoon was placed right beside it, lashed to its side by thick stands of hard flesh and venous tubes.

The queen Nemesis 2 screeched in indignation and began to wrench itself free of the bloated sack, waving its huge scythe-arms as it struggled along with the dozen smaller blades that emerged from its chest.

“Yeah, yeah,” James said, propping his axe over his shoulder. “Hurry on up. We ain’t got all day.”

The rest of Crimson Hydra landed beside him, with Serenity’s drop being particularly impressive; she simply landed and with the grace of an Olympic gymnast began moving out to the side, bullpup raised and aimed.

“Give the word,” said Becca, moving out in the opposite direction.

James stared balefully at the large demon, then up at to the spire’s peak where a black gem glittered. “Let’s see what our auras do. Call it science. Jason, you still got Aeviternum?”

“A whole point, sir,” said Jason, breathing deeply while his Iron aura emerged and receded across his body like the spines on a blowfish.

“Then let’s go say hello.” James strode over the hard pink floor toward the Nemesis 2, its amalgamated visage horrific, its body unnatural in a way that even the regular Nemesis 2s didn’t quite manage to be.

With a final wrench the queen broke free, trailing thick sticky strands of goo behind it, and leaped at them.

Jason barked a shout and crossed his arms before his face, a spike of Iron bursting forth from where they crossed toward the queen, four yards’ worth of gleaming death which impaled her through the chest as she fell upon them.

The demon screeched, slid down the spike, her body ashing where it cut through her, and then she fell upon them both, huge scythe-arms swinging.

But just like the others she crumbled to back dust wherever she touched them. Jason unlocked his arms and turned his spike into a whip, flicking it through her waist so that she fell into two pieces, her arms ashing on James.

A moment later the queen lay at their feet, dead.

“Well that was anti-climactic,” said Serenity, lowering her Tavor.

“It makes sense,” said Bjørn. “The queen was a composite, correct? Made from some twelve or more regular Nemesis 2s? Which means that while bigger she had the same weakness. I fully expected this outcome.”

“Well aren’t you special,” said Serenity.

James up nodded to the gem. “Let’s bring that down.”

“Here,” said Jason, stepping up to the spire’s base. He extended his palm to the sky, then manifested a spike of aura four yards tall which he then passed through the highest point of the spire.

Which turned to regular flesh, twisted, and tore under the weight of the remaining three or so yards.

The mass tumbled down to land with a thud on the hard floor.

“Gross,” said Joanna, frowning at the wet, torn fleshy base.

Jason then passed a strand of aura just below the gem, and with the toe of his boot pushed it free. “There you have it.”

Grimacing, Becca crouched and rolled the gem into her backpack. “Mission accomplished.”

James felt a savage satisfaction. He looked up at the sky, at where the symbol burned bright. There was nothing they could do to it. It seemed immune to his anger, removed and above them, malevolently superior and above their struggles.

Its slowly spinning presence infuriated him. “You see that?” he called, unable to restrain himself. “That’s two down. We’re going to clean the rest of this city and do the same with the Nemesis 3s when they show up. You guys aren’t so bad after all.”

“Oh shit,” said Yadriel softly. “You seriously calling the Monitor out?”

“Yeah, let’s not get in a fight with a Monitor until we’re at least, like, Level 7,000,” said Serenity. “James?”

He glared up at the symbol, waiting, half hoping that a figure would descend, would witness their victory, give him satisfaction.

But none came.

Finally he scowled and looked away. “All right, yeah. Apologies. We ready to move out?”

“Ready,” said Sarah, rubbing at her upper arms. “Unless you still want to play with that death wish of yours?”

“Nah, that’s all done with for now.” He didn’t exactly feel sheepish, what with the fact that he was standing on literal human remains, but he did feel irresponsible for shouting that with his squad right there. “Let’s go.”

They made no attempt to peer into the buildings for survivors. There wasn’t anything they could do for them that didn’t extend beyond the symbolic. So they made their way out, Becca or Serenity gunning down an errant Nemesis 2 whenever one appeared, until at last they passed back through the perimeter wall and emerged onto the street.

“Richard, this is Kelly. We’ve acquired another black gem and are coming home.”

“Kelly, this is Star Boy. Good to hear from you, glad it went well. Any casualties?”

“None.”

“Awesome. Jessica’s been waiting to hear from you. Apparently our success with the first raid has pissed off the military. They didn’t appreciate having their fancy strike upstaged. You’re to be brought in for an interrogation—sorry, friendly meeting—as soon as possible.”

James looked over to Serenity, his frown matching hers. “I got a choice on this matter?”

“I mean, technically you do? But it’s the kind of choice that would come with consequences, if you know what I mean. Jessica thinks you should come in and speak for the DRC.”

“Fine. We’ll be at the Marriott in an hour. I want to shower and shit. Then I’ll head over.”

“Yeah, no.” Richard sighed. “They’re sending a helicopter.”

Serenity let out a low whistle. “Fancy. So suddenly they want to hear from us that badly, hey?”

“Fine. They know where we are?”

“They will. I’m going to tell Jessica your location and she’ll pass it on. They should be there in minutes.”

“Fine. You think we should bring the gem in with us?”

“I think that’s a good idea.”

“OK. Thanks Richard.”

“Congrats again. Oh—what level you guys at?”

“Supplicant 7s and 6s.”

“Hot damn, now that’s what I’m talking about. All right, I’ll save my questions for later. Star Boy out.”

James lowered his radio. “Well great.”

“What’s the problem?” asked Bjørn. “We’re working with the military. It makes sense to keep them updated.”

“No problem. Other than last time their telling me to shut up with my opinions and making it clear I was to be seen and not heard.”

“That,” said Serenity, “and we’ve wasted a lot of time in meetings so far. Plus life experience tells me that they’re not gonna be happy with our success. Big boys in uniform take their special missions very seriously.”

“I think you’re right on that front,” said Jason. “I was only in the army for a year or so before my accident, but if there’s one thing I learned fast was to never make my COs look bad in any way, shape, or form.”

Denzel was studying a tear in his letterman jacket’s sleeve. “But how does this make them look bad? We’re on the same team.”

Jason scratched at the faint golden stubble on his jaw. “They launched a special ops mission meant to show everybody they had things in check. I don’t know how it went, but they won’t want to hear about how a bunch of random civilians walked in and out without breaking a sweat.”

“Too bad,” said James as the sound of rotors began to grow louder. “Because that’s what we just went and did. Serenity and I will fly in. The rest of you make your way back to the hotel. We’ll meet you back there as soon as we can.”

Joanna rubbed the fuzz on the fade cut on the back of her head. “You think we’ll be heading out again tonight?”

James frowned in the direction of the symbol. “It’s entirely possible. Definitely once dawn hits. But get some dinner, a shower, relax. We’ll be back as soon as we can.”

“There’s the bird,” said Jason, stepping back and visoring his eyes. “Killer Egg. Only special ops use those.”

“Special ops and us,” said James, narrowing his eyes as the bubble copter landed neatly in the center of the street, dust and papers and crap flying in the wake. “Stay safe out there.”

Sarah flipped the collar of her denim jacket and began to head north without saying a word. Jason gave them both a thumb’s up, Yadriel a dark glance, and Joanna and Denzel a parting wave.

“I’ll keep things in check till you all get back,” said Bjørn.

“We both will,” said Becca, handing over her backpack. “You guys stay safe, too.”

James gave them a two-finger salute, then walked over to the copter with Serenity. There weren’t any exterior benches on this one; instead they climbed in the back, buckled in, and after the pilot looked back to double check they were secure, the copter lifted off the street with neat precision and veered away to the downtown core.

James gazed soberly over the hive as it sped away below them, then at the demonic symbol as it to slid out of view. Another four were visible on his side, spread out over Brooklyn’s receding bulk, with purple pinpricks further north over Queens.

It was dusk; lights glimmered here and there, skyscrapers gleaming, all of it seeming miraculous and improbable after the demonic onslaught. For how much longer would this sense of tenuous normalcy last? How many people had died? He’d largely given up on watching the news. When had he last checked in? A couple of days?

James frowned, pensive. How was the rest of the world faring? With almost eight billion people scattered across the globe, which meant a maximum of—what—thirty thousand hives? Less, surely, because not everybody lived in thick concentrations like in NYC. What was the stat he’d once seen? Half the world’s inhabitants lived in cities? So say 1,600 hives around the globe. Most of them in India and China. What was going on over there? In Mumbai, in Beijing? Were people figuring out the synergies, rising up, getting wise, or was it a massacre, folks waiting for the armies to do all the hard work?

Serenity reached into her pack and drew out her fancy bottle of tequila. Grinned conspiratorially and opened it, then took two gulps and handed it over.

James didn’t know how to talk to her over the bulky headsets they’d pulled on, so he simply raised the bottle in a mock toast and took a gulp of his own. He’d never liked tequila, before, but after living on the streets he’d learned to like whatever he got, and this shit was smooth. He took a second gulp, enough to warm him all the way down, then handed the bottle back over to Serenity.

The Killer Egg descended into the downtown core a couple of minutes later, dropping past high rises and causing James’s stomach to turn, to alight on a large cement oval in the center of the park just south of the NYCEM.

James and Serenity shucked their headsets and climbed out, grabbed their packs, and made their way north to the cube-like building. As always it was busy, the energy somewhat more frenetic than last time, and James called Jessica as they drew close to the main entrance.

“Be right there,” she said and hung up.

Nonplussed, James shoved the phone into his back pocket and together they waited by the glass doors, not speaking, wary, watching the sparse crowd

Five minutes later Jessica strode out the doors looking harried, having changed blazers at some point and done up her blonde hair in an effortlessly elegant French twist. She gestured for them to follow and led them around the building’s corner and into the deepening shadows.

“What’s going on?” asked James, his wariness increasing.

“Bureaucratic bullshit,” said Jessica, removing her glasses and passing her wrist over her eyes. “It’s gotten intense. Everybody’s acting surprised the DRC has actually become a thing, and I can tell high-level people are applying pressure on the mayor and Commissioner Morgan.”

“Pressure to do what?” asked Serenity. “Shut us down?”

“Not necessarily. They can’t do that after how successful your videos have become. But to—I don’t know—apply the brakes, install more active oversight, question how and why we’re doing things, and basically stonewall and bullshit us into quiescence.”

“Why?” demanded James. “Because we actually got shit done?”

“In short? Yes. Colonel Hopkins is livid that we posted that video of your standing in the center of the hive when the military was forced to bomb it after being driven back following their successful extraction of a dozen victims—”

“They bombed the flesh fortress?” asked James, eyes widening. “What about the black gem?”

“Probably buried under chunks of hardened flesh, I’d guess,” said Jessica. “I’d hoped the bomb would break it open and tell us at least if the energies within would awaken the victims, but either it did and simply dissipated or it failed to break open.”

“Shit,” said James. “How did their mission go overall?”

“They’re spinning it as a success,” said Jessica wearily. “But I think it was a shitshow. They killed hundreds of demons with their helicopters, then entered with their extraction convoy, and while they did manage to get people out, I think something went wrong and they were forced to escalate beyond what they’d intended. I’ve heard that they flew a bunch of Switchblade drones into the enemy ranks, lost several vehicles, and had to carpet bomb three blocks to get away.”

“Shit,” said James again, running a hand slowly through his hair. Then he recalled the damage a couple of Nemesis 2s had done to Mancini’s hummer when they’d been driving away and tried to extrapolate that to hundreds of demons attacking army vehicles. “They get any of that ka-tet leveling synergy?”

“Doesn’t seem like it. They’re demanding to know about that most of all and keep insinuating that we’re making it up. It’s not good in there, but we can’t run away. Either we face them down, or they’ll flip out.”

“Great.” James grimaced. “And the mayor?”

“Only reachable now by Zoom from his suite in midtown, when he can be reached at all. Word is he’s going to be removed shortly, but his lack of support means most of local government is frozen, and with the governor up in Albany that means there’s not a lot of pushback right now on the federal government and the military.”

“We don’t need this,” said Serenity fiercely. “Honestly, fuck ’em. Let them have the DRC. We can tell everyone where to go and when and just keep on trucking without them.”

“We could,” allowed Jessica, “if they didn’t decide we were getting in their way or spreading lies or otherwise proving a liability to the image of strength they want to project. Which would mean their taking us all in for extended interrogations and safe keeping until they decided what to do with us.”

“You’re kidding me,” said Serenity. “We’re helping. They’ve managed to deal with one hive, we took out two!”

“Which is precisely the nature of the problem. Look. For better or worse we have to deal with angry people who can wield the law as they deem fit. Running away would just trigger them to go after us. I say we go in there, lean on Major Hackworth’s support, try to get the mayor on the line, and just tell them the facts. Everyone wants to win this war. We just need to convince the big dogs that we can help each other, and that we’re not a liability nor interested in upstaging them.”

“Fine,” said James. “Wouldn’t be the first time I have to talk down an officer from busting my ass for no reason.”

“But we also need to show a little strength,” continued Jessica. “We’re an official NYC department, even if nobody ever intended us to do what we’re currently doing. We can’t let them neuter our plans or take over our organization. So we’ll walk a fine line. A solid and respectful ally, but also the representatives of over a thousand efficient demon killers who respond to our commands, not anybody else’s.”

“Tall order,” said Serenity. “I think we’re screwed. It is so like the government to pull this shit instead of just keeping their eyes on the ball.”

“If we want to keep working in NYC, if we want to keep receiving shipments of ammo, access to funding, and to be hosted by hotels and given access to the ASOCC system that’s being implemented, we need to go through with this.” Jessica bit her lower lip, made eye contact with them both, one a time, and then gave a slow nod. “I’ll be there to walk us through this. Just keep your cool. No matter what, don’t let them get under your skin.”

“Ok, so we’ve lost already then,” said Serenity.

“No, I trust Jessica.” James returned her nod. “If you think we can and should do this, we will.”

“Good.” She gave them both a tight smile. “We’re going to be fine.”


Chapter 43:

The Major’s Offer

They entered the NYCEM, Serenity checked her bullpup, and Jessica led them upstairs. Their entrance had been noticed on previous visits, but this time they actively drew stares, as if the vast majority of the folks loitering in the lobby knew who they were.

They weren’t the friendliest stares.

Made James feel like he was walking into a slaughterhouse and these people had lined up to watch.

They entered an elevator. Jessica was tense but calm, while Serenity kept fidgeting, tapping her hip as if seeking the presence of a gun and permanently disconcerted by her lack of one.

The elevator doors opened and someone’s aide recognized them, spoke into their phone, then stepped up with a polite smile. He was young, in military fatigues, blonde haired and blue eyed with a strong jaw.

“Mr. Kelly? Warrant Officer White. Major Hackworth would like to speak with you.”

“Good.” James glanced sidelong at Jessica, who nodded. “He here?”

“He’s remote, but I’m going to spin him up in a conference room. This way?”

“Spin him up?” muttered Serenity. “What does that even mean?”

White pretended not to hear.

A moment later they stepped into a small cubicle of a room, just large enough for the three of them to squeeze in around a table, with a large flatscreen on the wall. White spun up Hackworth, which in the end meant he just got him on a remote video call, and then left the room.

“Kelly, Miles, Serenity.” Hackworth’s untouchable Errol Flynn’s looks were starting to look a little frayed. “Congratulations on your successes. Can you give me a quick debrief on how your assault went?”

“Major Hackworth.” Despite himself James felt reassured at the sight of the man’s face. “Good to see you, too. The assault was a success.” And he outlined in broad strokes their plan, its implementation, what they found, and how their teams had leveled up as one entity, resulting in a huge boost of power.

“Outstanding,” said Hackworth, sitting back and sipping from a styrofoam cup of coffee. “We saw nothing like that with Operation Urban Angel. Now, don’t get me wrong, a number of our men achieved some remarkable ranks, especially those manning the Black Hawk miniguns and the Bradley chainguns, but overall our progress in the ranks was uneven, which is what’s caused us this current dilemma.”

James frowned. “How so, sir? I heard your mission was a success.”

“It was, insofar as we cleared the target and extracted a number of civilians. But we took heavy damage from the demons who swarmed our armor. Their arm-blades can cut spaced laminate armor with frightening facility, and they were smart enough to go for treads and wheels. We were overrun, and only the caliber of our boys and the sheer intensity of our firepower allowed us to get the hell out of there. In the end we had to call in a bombing run, which resulted in the demolishing of several city blocks, the destruction of the enemy fortress, and the loss of who knows how much leveling experience.”

“I still don’t see how that concerns us,” said James.

“The reason being that our boys—most of them—signed up to the US military because we promised them they’d become part of the world’s greatest fighting force. And I believe that’s still true today, but that video your posted from the center of enemy territory, standing calmly over their fallen queen and reporting total victory, has caused some botheration amongst the ranks.”

Serenity laughed. “You saying we out-militarized the military?”

“No, I’m saying that your personalized approach has revealed benefits to utilizing this new magic system the way it’s apparently been designed to be used, and which the military currently doesn’t harness. Now, I’m pushing to rearrange our formations from the squad level up to capture this synergy you’ve discovered, but nothing moves fast in the armed forces, and by the time my suggestions are implemented, if at all, it could be kingdom come. Which our boys know and have a profound appreciation of, so when they see you calmly claiming to be Supplicant Level whatever, they get itchy and start wondering if they’re fighting for the right outfit.”

“Wait, what?” James gave a sharp shake of his head. “What are you saying? That our success in the hive made your men…?”

“Wonder if they wouldn’t do a better job defending our country working for the DRC. Our MP’s have already arrested a dozen privates and specialists trying to sneak off base and go AWOL in order to make direct contact with you.” Hackworth pinched the bridge of his nose. “And the worst of it is that I understand why they might make such a hare-brained decision. These are men and women who have been forged into weapons from the moment they entered Basic. They’re almost universally patriots, and they want nothing more than to be the cocked fist of the US, ready to smash whatever foe rears its head into smithereens. But Operation Urban Angel had us forcing an exit on our own turf, while your own mission was able to stroll into enemy headquarters like it was a day at the park. With the official line being that nothing’s going to change, and everybody aware of the deadlines we’re facing, it’s no wonder that our men are starting to entertain unwise possibilities.”

Jessica had gone very still. “I don’t know much about military protocol, Major, but I’m quite sure you shouldn’t be sharing this with us.”

“No, of course not. But I don’t particularly care for protocol, I care for winning wars, and what your DRC has done is both revelatory and inspiring. There is a core contradiction at the heart of the military, in that we have to marry adaptability and the need to evolve with the times with trained and conditioned loyalty blended with a sincere respect and love for tradition. As with any major institution, bureaucracy and hidebound reactionary attitudes often win out over the need to innovate. But the writing is on the wall. Either the US Military adapts to these new circumstances, or Operation Urban Angel will be but a sign of what’s to come.”

Hackworth rubbed at this face tiredly and stared blankly at them, lost in his own thoughts for a moment. James stayed silent. Let the man mull over what to say next. Serenity went to speak, but James touched her knee under the table and she fell silent.

“Now, the problem we’re facing is that some important people see the DRC’s successes as a threat to the military’s integrity. They’re pushing to have your members qualified as a rogue militia, and the CIA is interrogating the mayor’s office over the permissions granted to your department.”

“Iverness,” said James with distaste.

“The very same. He seems to have taken a unique dislike to you, Kelly, and is pressuring people to install comprehensive oversight on your activities and to review every decision that you have made thus far.”

Jessica hissed under her breath.

“All right. So we’re being seen as a threat,” said James. “How do you suggest we proceed?”

“With your mayor… absent, shall we say, from the decision-making process, you’ve lost your key local defender. The governor is more than happy to acquiesce to the military’s demands, and Iverness has Commissioner Morgan running scared. Resistance will only heighten their determination to control and neuter you.”

“Ridiculous,” said Serenity. “We’ve done everything right. We’ve fought, we’ve killed, we’ve stayed out of everyone’s way, and they want to punish us for doing a good job?” Her laugh was bitter. “Even with the apocalypse hitting the world stays the same.”

“No good deed goes unpunished,” agreed Hackworth. “Which I why I called this meeting. I have a proposition for you.”

Jessica placed both hands flat on the table. “How do you know they’ll agree to place us under your direct oversight?”

Hackworth smiled grimly “You’re sharp, Ms. Miles.”

“Wait, what?” James glanced from Jessica to the major. “Place us under what?”

“The only way I can see that insulates you from Iverness’s manipulations and placates the brass is to bring the DRC into the US Army and make you a special branch with its own command structure and oversight.”

James sat back. “You guys can do that?”

Hackworth looked pitying. “We can do whatever we want as long as we get the right people to agree. And as I see it, either the DRC becomes a new special force, or it gets crushed and sidelined.”

Serenity turned to James. “We could just leave the DRC. Get the right crew, communicate informally with everyone through TikTok, and keep on trucking.”

“Technically, yes,” said Hackworth, his fatigue showing through once more in his despondent tone. “But in practice, you’d find yourself detained indefinitely. Your continued successes are seen as a threat to the military’s integrity, remember.”

“Shit.” James rubbed at his beard. “So we become like a new Navy Seals?”

“Ha.” Hackworth’s bark of laughter lacked all humor. “Let’s not actually compare your outfit to any existing branch of the special forces. I may be a rogue element, but even I balk at that comparison. You’d be a unique entity that I would seek to place under my own oversight, and which would then be granted the ability to operate according to an amalgam of your own operating procedures and military protocol.”

“Sounds like a shitshow,” said Serenity. “You can’t even guarantee that we’d be under your protection.”

“True.” Hackworth sat back. “But it’s the best I can do. I’m already on thin ice. I can’t do any more.”

James nodded thoughtfully. “I appreciate this, Major. I really do. You’ve been a huge ally throughout this nightmare. Do you mind if we discuss amongst ourselves for a moment and then call you back?”

“That’s fine. Don’t take too long.”

And Hackworth ended the call.

“Shit,” said James, sitting back with a big exhale. “How the fuck do we navigate this mess?”

“It’s ridiculous.” Serenity looked like she wanted to leap to her feet and pace, but the room prevented her from doing so. “How the fuck does it make any sense for us to just give the military everything we’ve created? They’ll stifle us, tell us what we can and cannot do, ruin everything we’ve managed to build so far.”

“Jessica?” prompted James.

Jessica was frowning and staring off into the middle distance. She blinked slowly, removed her rimless glasses and cleaned them absent-mindedly on her blouse. “I suppose I should have seen this coming. It was inevitable. When people in power are scared, they seek scapegoats. But we couldn’t have approached the situation differently. We needed your outreach to draw prospective members. Everything we’ve done has been necessary, with the natural terminus being… well, this.”

“Which leaves us where?” asked James.

“If we don’t take up the major’s offer, I think our best-case scenario is new leadership and an auditing of all our decisions taken thus far. There’s plenty for them to object to, from my liberal approach to acquiring funds to the militarized nature of our members.” She raised a hand, forestalling Serenity’s objections. “I’m not saying they’re right to object. I’m saying that if they choose to hew to the law, they have enough ammunition with which to take us apart.”

“Our members would simply quit,” said James, thinking of Sarah. “They’d probably quit if we joined the military as well.”

“Not necessarily,” said Jessica. “It would all depend on how we presented it to them. What the military asks of us. The devil is in the details, but it’s the details that I excel in mastering.”

“You think you can work this?” Serenity raised her eyebrows. “This is the military we’re talking about.”

“These are strange times.” Jessica sighed. “And I can’t guarantee anything. But the plain truth is that we’ve been too successful. Either we adapt, or we die. And in this case adapting might mean working more closely with Hackworth and the military.”

Serenity looked to James again. “Or we could leave.”

James frowned down at his hands. Thought of the ballroom, how the thousand people who’d shown up had shone with potential, a means to make a real difference in what was to come. If he and Serenity walked away, sure they could keep on fighting, and maybe they could even keep Crimson Hydra together.

But Crimson Hydra would never be enough by itself.

They needed everybody to keep advancing, working together, leveling, and preparing for what was to come.

“We need to save the DRC,” he said heavily. “And you know what? It may be bleak of me to say, but I don’t think the old ways are going to last for much longer. Nemesis 3 might be the push that sends things into a tailspin. The military, the government, all the old ways of doing things, they’re hanging on, but if they don’t adapt, they’ll fall apart under the stresses.”

“You mean we’ll outlast them?” asked Serenity.

“I think so. If we preserve enough integrity to keep our teams together and just keep killing demons and wiping out symbols, we’ll keep leveling and growing more powerful. That’s all that really matters. And when the time comes that folk like Iverness and the others are gone, we’ll still be there, standing together, united, and strong.”

“The devil’s in the details,” said Serenity, unconvinced. “It’ll depend on what they ask of us.”

“Correct,” said Jessica. “And that’ll be my fight. As a Deputy Commissioner I have some say and can work with Morgan and Hackworth to achieve the best transition possible. And if we don’t like it? Well, we can cross that bridge when we get to it.”

“Fair enough.” James considered them both, then nodded. “Let’s get Hackworth back on the line. Let’s see where this rabbit hole goes.”


Chapter 44:

Cowardice

The next four hours were unpleasant, drawn out, and frustrating to the extreme. James got a sense of large wheels turning in backrooms as power brokers cut deals and negotiated the DRC’s future. Jessica was on her phone almost continuously, either placing calls, texting, or being placed on hold. Sometimes she’d disappear into meetings or take off down the hallway without a word, desperate to catch someone before they left the building or for otherwise inscrutable reasons.

Serenity and James were seated in an empty conference room, the lighting harsh, everything gleaming, the sound proofed walls giving the air a weird, echoey feeling. She sipped on a cup of coffee. “They must have spent who knows how many billions of dollars on this building, and the coffee still sucks.”

James grunted.

Serenity stretched and looked through the glass wall at the office people doing office things. “Never thought I’d end up in a room like this. Now I’ve grown so fancy I’m criticizing the coffee. Look what the good life’s done to me.”

James met her gaze briefly to acknowledge her words then looked away.

Serenity sighed. “You really trust her, don’t you.”

James met her gaze again. “I do, yeah.”

“Why?”

There were a host of contextual statements that went unsaid with that question. You’ve known her for less than a week. She’s from the normal world, not like us. She’s just an executive assistant, how do you know she can pull this off?

James processed these unspoken thoughts, reading them in Serenity’s dark gaze, then reached out and put his weathered hand over her own. For a long time he didn’t speak, and then she sighed, turned her hand around, and intertwined her fingers with his own.

“Fine. I trust her, too. But what if she can’t do what she thinks she can?”

“Her promises were pretty conditional.”

“I’m not saying she’s not honest, I’m saying she’s going up against the CIA and military officers that have Hackworth running scared. Aren’t we being a little unrealistic expecting her to deliver?”

“Yeah, maybe.” James sighed. “But what choice do we have? I can’t speak their language, and the sight of me offends folks like Iverness. If anybody can work a miracle it’s Jessica.”

“Jessica.” Serenity frowned, pulled her hand free and took up her coffee. “Funny how this war is being fought on the streets and in these fucking backrooms. What happens here might be just as important as the decisions we make inside a hive. Isn’t that wild?”

“Sounds about right to me.”

Serenity tapped her fingers on the table, stood, hugged herself and stared out the glass wall at the assistants and secretaries and office managers. “You want to know what really scares me?”

“What?”

“That I’m standing here thinking about how good it would be to drink down a slug of just about anything and do a line at Herman’s. It’s like a fucking siren call, and its hooks have been in me for longer than I can remember. I’m standing here right now feeling that pull, and the old me would have found a way to get out and down to Herm’s and forget all this shit. I’d have a good time for a couple of days, wake up in my apartment, maybe alone, probably not, and all this, all this shit…” She waved her hand. “Would be gone.”

James sat back and watched her profile. How delicate she seemed, poised like a bird on a branch about to take flight.

“And yet I’m not making for the door.” She bit her lip then shook her head in frustration. “And you know, in the beginning? I thought it was this Bonnie and Clyde shit we’ve got going that was holding me here, but if I’m to be completely honest—which is part of the problem, by the way—then that’s not it. I’ve ruined good things before, done it carelessly, laughing, pouring the gasoline on the fire myself. You and me? What we got going, whatever this is? It’s good, but it wouldn’t have been enough to keep me here.”

James pursed his lips, kept listening.

She held his gaze then looked away. “No, it’s the fucking Arete. It’s like I’ve been living in a dark room all my life, banging my shins against the corner of the bed and stumbling around, with a rough sense of where things are and why I always turn left here or how to get to the bathroom without tripping. I was surviving, you know, but not quite knowing why I did what I did, or even needing to know.”

“Yeah,” said James softly.

“But now?” She sprung around to glare at him. “Now I’ve been sober for days while the worst shit in my life is going down. No coke, nothing, and I’ve got memories that would make me scream if I had a chance to really process them. Who the fuck are we becoming, James? This isn’t me. Not the me I knew I loved and pitied as the world’s most lovable fuck-up. The cutie who couldn’t, you know? That girl’s gone. Her broken instincts are all fixed, and when I feel that urge to run, I just take a deep breath and keep on keeping on.”

The silence between them grew. Serenity took the chair beside him and grabbed hold of his hand again. “What if we’re dying here, James? Who we were? The real us? What if that Serenity and James are fading away, Arete point by Arete point, and being replaced by these… I don’t know, noble, brave, fake versions? Isn’t that a kind of death? One of a thousand cuts? Shouldn’t we be worried about who we’re becoming?”

The wild fear in her eyes demanded an answer. He put his hand over hers and allowed her words to sink home.

“I know what you’re saying.” He considered. “And I think you’re right. I think that James and Serenity are dying.”

She sat up straight in alarm and went to reply, but he cut through.

“But I’m OK with that James passing away. Was he the real me? Am I no longer ‘James’? Fuck if I know, Serenity, but I don’t feel much grief. A little sadness, but I recognize that trap. Sadness can become a poison, a comfort. The pain that tore me apart after my wife and girls died… I used to think it was the worst thing that could happen to someone. But somewhere along the years that followed it also became a justification. I think I was martyring myself to that pain. It became… I don’t know, like an altar on which I could tear out my heart, day after boring, gray, desperate day. That pain…” He paused fumbling with the old emotions, knowing, knowing it was the Arete that even let him consider what he was going to say. “That pain became my best friend. My truest companion. No matter what happened, it stuck with me, allowed me to feel righteous in my misery, and it vindicated my every worst impulse.”

Again he paused. It felt like slowly working up huge blocks of wood from his lungs or hauling rusted hulks from a marsh with a crane. Objects so big and settled that their removal was a form of violence.

“You know, all these past years, I thought of Laney and the girls like they were photographs. Frozen in time, like birthday shots, laughing around the cake, but not moving, not breathing, not alive. I used to tell myself that it was because it was too painful to do more, but now I realize the truth. If I let them breathe again, if I thought of them as real people, I knew I’d feel… shame. That they’d gaze out of me from the past and I’d see love in their eyes, sure, but also… pity. And disappointment.”

James’s eyes flooded with tears and his skin prickled, the physical reaction so sudden and strong it shocked him. He tried to swallow but his throat felt all clogged up.

“Hey,” said Serenity quietly, squeezing his hand. “I’m here, it’s OK.”

He forced a smile for her sake. How easy it would be to leave it at that. But no. He wanted to finish this. It was an infected wound that needed to be lanced and drained, or it would poison him forever.

“So I kept them frozen, I used them to feel good about my pain, about being a bum. And over the last few years I didn’t even think about them all that much. And that’s the James that you met. A man who wasn’t living, wasn’t doing anything but killing time till something ended it all for me. Who hid behind the greatest tragedy of his life.” He curled his fists tightly, his whole body shivering, and forced the last words out through gritted teeth, his whole body shivering.

“I was a coward.”

“Oh, James,” said Serenity, moving forward to hug him.

He hung his head, but he didn’t cry. There was too much mud and gunk and sediment and trash in those old channels for him to feel anything so pure as true release. But his whole frame hitched as his heart spasmed, and he made strangled noises of pain, his jaw clenched against the emotion. A deep crack opened in his leathery heart, revealing tender, vulnerable flesh.

The pain was sharp. Yet he was fully present. Watching himself, aware of how he’d never, not once, ever allowed himself to think these thoughts. Tuned out family the moment they’d said something similar, friends, anyone and everything, and then forced himself to forget that he’d ever heard them.

Shoulders hunched, head lowered, he allowed the spasms of pain to rack him, and felt a profound gratitude for Serenity’s arms around him, her brow against his shoulder. It took all his Arete-gifted strength to lean into her, just a little, and by doing so tell her he not only appreciated her being there but needed her.

Finally he gasped and sat up, wiping the tears from his weathered face. “Fuck.”

Serenity curled his hair back behind his ear. “That was some deep shit, hon. Take your time.”

“Fuck,” he said again, and wiped his other cheek. “Never thought… never allowed… yeah.” He inhaled deeply, tried to meet her eyes, almost pulled it off. “Anyways. Sorry about the detour. What I was trying to tell you is that you think those old versions of us might be dying? Well, to that bum sitting in a doorway, half-drunk, trying to figure out what he’s going to do with the rest of his day and not really caring, to that guy I say: good fucking riddance. I think…” And again he felt a shiver pass through him. “I think that if Laney could see me now, maybe for the first time since she died she’d actually feel proud of me.”

His throat knotted up again, and this time he did meet Serenity’s gaze. Held it, and now it was her turn to tear up.

She laughed shakily and stood up. “Oh shit, what the fuck’s happening to us? This is like the best fucking therapy I’ve ever had, and it’s happening in a fucking NYCEM board room for free.”

“Arete,” said James, sitting back. “That room you’ve stumbled through all your life? It’s turning on the lights.”

“And revealing what a fucking mess I’ve been.” She hugged herself tightly and bowed her head. “Fine. Let that Serenity die. I’ll see who I become. Who we become.”

“Yeah,” he said softly. “And you know what? That gives me peace, a sense of… acceptance. With all of this. The DRC, the CIA, the military. If Jessica pulls it off, great. If she doesn’t, we’ll just keep on keeping on. I won’t give up, but I won’t let them get to me, either. All I can do is my very best. If I have to, I’ll die for… for everyone, I guess. But I’m my own man, at last. I feel like I’ve rediscovered myself, and nobody, not nobody, can take that away from me.”

“Shit, James, you’re giving me goosebumps.” Serenity rubbed her upper arms. “When did you turn into… I don’t know, like a Mad Max Gandhi?”

He stared at her. “Mad Max Gandhi?”

She stuck her tongue out at him. “Fine, probably won’t trend on TikTok, but you know what I mean.”

“I’m just me. James. Just a man.” He placed his hands flat on the table and stared at them. “But I guess that’s enough. I’ll use what I got, and it’ll have to be enough.”

“It’s enough for me,” said Serenity, and stepped over to hug him again.

For a while they remained thus, and then the boardroom door opened, and they pulled apart to see Jessica standing there, hair disheveled, eyes gleaming behind her glasses.

“Come with me,” she said. “It’s show time.”


Chapter 45:

Blue Light

The conference room was large and almost completely empty. A couple of aides were on hand, ready to work the screens, while a couple of officers sat together at one end, stiff and cold and withdrawn.

The dozen TV monitors were lit, dour faces staring at them.

It felt like walking into a prison sentencing.

Major Hackworth was on one of the central faces, and James studied him, trying to get a sense of what was to come.

The major’s handsome visage gave nothing away.

Once they were settled, a bald man in fatigues with enormous presence kicked things off. He looked as if he could have been carved from granite, his brow furrowed, his eyes almost lost between his narrowed stare.

“Good evening, everyone. I’m Lieutenant General King, commander of the Joint Special Operations Command based out of Fort Bragg, North Carolina.” James got the distinct impression this was said for his and Serenity’s benefit alone; everybody else stared out of their screens without an ounce of surprise.

“These are unprecedented times, and just as in 1977 when numerous terrorist incidents highlighted our nation’s need for a new form of special operations unit similar to the British SAS, we are faced today with a need that requires an innovative solution. In 1977 we had Colonel Charlie Beckwith. Today we have Colonel Tom Hackworth.”

Serenity glanced sidelong at James and mouthed, “Colonel?”

“The United States Army Special Operations Command has approved the creation of a new special operations force that shall be known provisionally as Blue Light, and with which we will seek to marry the discipline and effectiveness of the US military with the… innovative powers and tactics of this new world’s ranking system.”

King frowned out at them all. “James Kelly, Clarice Parker, you are both being instated as Captains and will operate under Colonel Hackworth. Jessica Miles, you will be instated as a Chief Warrant Officer 4, and will continue in your role of advising and guiding Blue Light through what is to come. In short order we hope to have created a structure that can accommodate the chaotic nature of this new force, and which will respect the unique squad structures that best optimize the new synergies at play.”

James remained silent, watching, allowing the words to sink in. Nobody was asking him if he wanted this.

Jessica had been right. There’d never been much of a choice in the first place.

King continued. “JSOC recognizes that to expect Blue Light to adopt military culture overnight is impossible, so you will be granted the leeway necessary to execute your responsibilities as needed so long as you maintain basic protocols and understand that you are now an extension the US military. Colonel Hackworth will work with you to create a functioning system, with the primary goal being to get you all up and running as quickly as possible and with a system that can be duplicated in every city.”

The lieutenant general pinched the bridge of his nose and his tone lost its formal cadence. “Kelly, Jones, I’ll level with you. The forces assaulting our nation are unlike anything we’ve ever faced, and the prospect that we’re dealing with only the first waves of God knows how many is… sobering. We need to harness your abilities and ensure that the men and women in the armed forces are not left behind and unprepared when future Nemesis wave appear. This is a hinge point. Either we adapt and rise to the occasion, or we fail in our most sacred duty and live long enough only to witness the collapse of the United States of America.”

James sat up a little straighter, King’s words hitting him like blows.

“Colonel Hackworth will take over from here. But it’s clear that we cannot afford to neglect the unique tactical benefit your powers afford us in these upcoming battles. Whatever comes, know that we are all united in one sole purpose: to defend the American people at any cost.”

Some invisible signal must have passed through the monitor, because everybody saluted, and then the monitors darkened as people logged off, till at last only Colonel Hackworth remained on the line.

“Congratulations on the promotion, colonel,” said James.

“Thank you, captain. It came at some cost. The creation of Blue Light was controversial, and we’ll need to prove our viability before the army fully trusts us. The one thing we don’t have is time. As such, I’m not going to waste any attempting to re-organize what was once known as the DRC, nor replace any existing current leadership with outside officers. Instead, I want to support your operations with my staff, and will be putting as much focus on creating a model that can be implemented in other metropolises as anything else.”

“Yes sir.”

“You will continue to play an outsized role in all this. In large part, it’s the leadership role you have grown into which helped make Blue Light a reality; nobody could deny your utility in harnessing other ranking civilians and bringing them into the fold. As such you will continue to work with Blue Light’s new public relations department in order to recruit new branches.”

“Yes sir.”

“We also won’t bother with fatigues or normal army protocols when it comes to appearances. We’ll take a page from Delta Squad on that front. What we need to focus instead is on convincing everybody currently working in the DRC to enroll in Blue Light. James, I want you to think about how you’re going to do that.”

“Sir, if I’m to convince them to sign up, I need to know exactly what they’re signing up for. Do they have to live permanently on an army base or the like?”

“No, Captain. As long as they report for duty to execute missions, they’re fine.”

“Will their pasts or records be held against them?”

Hackworth sighed, clearly reluctant to answer. “I’ve fought for as much leeway as I can, but the United States military requires all members to meet rigorous moral character standards. Usually there’s a process by which recruiters review applicant’s criminal backgrounds so as to screen out persons who may become serious disciplinary cases and who could harm a mission. For Blue Light, all traffic, civil convictions, juvenile offenses, and misdemeanor offenses will be automatically waived. Felonies are more complicated, and the baseline for moving forward will be for each candidate to have completed their sentence and not have violated probation. However anyone who served a state prison sentence will need to be evaluated on a case-by-case basis, with low-level or less serious felonies open to receiving an expungement that will reduce their felony to a misdemeanor.”

James frowned. “We don’t have time for evaluations. We have the Third Wave of Nemesis 2s arriving later today. That’s an order of magnitude larger than the second.”

“And well I know it. But this is the US Military, Captain. We cannot and will not change our base standards for moral character.”

James sat back and glanced at Serenity, who was also frowning.

“Look, sir.” James considered his words, then sighed. Changed his mind. “I understand. This is clearly as good as it’s going to get. Thank you.”

Hackworth raked his fingers through his hair. “I have to admit I wasn’t sure how you would take this. It’s not what I wanted. In an ideal world, the DRC would continue to do what it was doing. But we don’t live in that world. So we have to make do. But I can tell you this, Captain. I’m going to do my level best to stay out of your way and run interference with the brass that wants to have a say with what you do on a day-to-day level.”

The colonel paused, but James could tell he wasn’t done, so he waited, and when Serenity went to speak, he touched the side of her thigh, and she fell silent as well.

“Blue Light is going to be a highly unorthodox force, and so will our relationship. We will have to observe basic protocol, but I’ve been putting what little free time I have into envisioning how this all plays out. We’re around two weeks out from the appearance of Nemesis 3 and were it not for the Fabricator’s ability to produce manna we would already be facing a humanitarian crisis that beggars the mind. I wish I could say that I have full faith in our institutions in their current incarnations ability to fend off this enemy, but I don’t. That means I want to put as much energy into making Blue Light capable of independent operation in the long run. There may come a time when other structures have collapsed, and we are left with Blue Light branches in every city holding the line against the void.”

James felt a chill. The colonel’s words felt prescient, and opened his own vision as to what was coming from merely anticipating then next wave or few weeks to months, to years.

“Yes sir,” said James. “I’ll do what I can.”

“I know you will. Which is why I still feel some modicum of hope. I’ve never been much of a traditional, institutional man, and for most of my life, that was to my detriment. But now it’s a unique strength. It’s allowing me to prepare for what’s to come, and I believe you’re the right group to work with. But anyways.”

Hackworth sat up straight, his manner subtly becoming more formal. “I’m going to work with Warrant Officer Miles on getting the paperwork squared away, and will swear everyone in tomorrow evening. In the meantime, your orders are to engage the enemy as you deem fit, and are free to operate in the field at your discretion until called back in.”

“I like that sound of that,” said Serenity, her tone somewhere between relieved and surly. “Can’t we keep it that way?” A beat. “Sir?”

“No, Captain Jones.” Hackworth sounded almost kindly. “We can’t. Miles, I’m going to be putting you in touch with the right people so as to expedite this process. The military isn’t nearly as nimble when it comes to paperwork as yourself. You will have to exercise patience.”

“Yes sir,” said Jessica.

“Then let’s bring in some key officers that will be part of this process and review everything that we’ve got thus far. I want to familiarize them and myself with your current structure, strategies, and synergies, and then review your leadership structure and decide how we’re going to convert that to military ranks.”

“Sir,” interjected James. “Before we do that. I have a few questions.”

“Go ahead, Kelly.”

“When Operation Urban Angel destroyed the enemy fortress, did you notice any effects on the comatose?”

“None,” said Kelly. “We destroyed the enemy structure but weren’t aware of the spire and gem as you described them. A dome of darkness covered the structure that defeated our sensors, but that darkness dissipated once the structure itself was destroyed.”

“The magic darkness,” said Serenity. “You need Dark Vision to penetrate it.”

“A similar dome covers every enemy structure we’ve observed thus far,” said Hackworth. “Following your description and handing over of the black gem, we’ve analyzed the space between the enemy symbols and the structures but have been unable to detect anything passing between the two. Obviously, that doesn’t rule out energies that transcend our understanding of physics.”

James considered. “Has anybody tried attacking the symbols?”

“We have. Sidewinders were fired at a symbol over Atlanta, but to no effect. We’ve attempted a variety of means to destroy them, but they’ve remained impervious to conventional weaponry.”

“Well shit,” said James. “Any more instances of Monitors appearing?”

“Within the US? There are five, with you being one. We’ve dossiers on the other four individuals, and all were high-ranking like yourself. It’s my hope to bring them into Blue Light.”

“Could I see those dossiers?”

“Sure. I’ll have them shared with you.”

“What’s being done with the black gems we handed over today?”

“They’re being analyzed by scientists. I don’t know the exact details, but they’re a high priority. I’ll keep you appraised as information comes in.”

“And your own ranks? In the regular army? How are folks keeping track of what’s going on, level-wise?”

“Haphazard at best. Our systems aren’t designed for that kind of intel and adapting to this new facet takes time. Hard to believe it’s only been six days—has it been six?—since this all began. I understand what you’re going to say, and yes, it’s a priority. But we have to work with what’s plausible, and restructuring the armed forces overnight is just not going to happen.”

James glanced at his two companions. “That’s unfortunate, but I understand. Well, we’ve got the DRC waiting on us. I think I should head back to the Marriott and tell them we’re now Blue Light.”

“Very well. Good luck with breaking the news, Captain. I have confidence in you. We’ll coordinate on your messaging, and how we’ll make this announcement to the world at large. For now, refrain from posting new content on TikTok.”

“Understood.” James stood up. “I don’t know how this is supposed to work. Do I ask to be dismissed or something?”

Hackworth smiled tiredly. “We’re not going to be playing this that way. Others may disagree, but I understand what’s truly going on here. We’re allies, Kelly. In public, we might need to observe more formal decorum, but in private, don’t worry about it.”

“Yes sir,” said James, and realized: the reason he was calling Hackworth sir wasn’t due to his rank, but because he respected the man and it felt right. “We’re going to make this work.”

“I know,” said Hackworth. “Seeing as we don’t have a choice, I believe it.”


Chapter 46:

Hard Sell

14 Days till Nemesis 3 Released

84 Days till Pits Open

James stared at the text which floated before his eyes as he walked south to the Marriott with Jessica and Serenity. Had it been only a week since he was attacked in the subway by the Nemesis 1?

It felt like a year ago.

Jessica was on the phone continuously and working her tablet as she went. For the most part, she seemed to be accepting documents, getting new clearance levels, and being introduced to a wide array of military officers who would be interfacing with Blue Light and transitioning them into the JSOC command structure.

James tuned her out, considered the glowing green text, and sighed. “Third wave is today. We get an estimate on how many Nemesis 2s that should involve?”

“Hundreds of thousands, wasn’t it?” Serenity was scraping dried black ichor off her bullpup.

“Say it’s a two hundred. Divide that by the thirty-four symbols, and we’re looking at around ten thousand more reinforcements to each dead zone.”

“Just means they’ll take a little longer to kill.”

“And we’ve fourteen days till Nemesis 3. Plus the Fourth Wave tomorrow, which’ll add another million Nemesis 2s to the mix. Fuck.” James ground the base of his palm into his eye. “What’s a million divided by thirty-six?”

“Around twenty-eight thousand ,” said Jessica from behind them, her tone absent as she tapped on her tablet.

“Jessica, can we get accurate numbers of how many people have seen Nemesis screens thus far? You think the military’s got that information?”

“Yes. Actually. And I now know who to call. Hold on.”

They walked along while Jessica placed some calls and reached the street before the Marriott when she hung up. “The estimate is half the population in the greater NYC area saw a Nemesis screen, with the rest becoming Fabricators after the Fourth Wave.”

“Four million Nemesis 2s,” said James. “What’s that divided by thirty-four?”

“That’s over a hundred thousand each,” said Jessica quietly.

Serenity frowned. “I guess you could just stand there all day.”

“Shit.” James rubbed at the back of his neck. “That’s crazy. If I killed one Nemesis 2 every five seconds, it’d still take me… Jessica?”

She tapped on her tablet. “Four million times five divided by thirty-six hundred, divided by twenty-four… 231 days to kill them all.”

“We have fourteen.” James put his hands on his hips and hung his head. “And this is the situation across the country.”

“Caveat,” said Jessica. “Many of the people who summoned a Nemesis 1 didn’t survive the ordeal, meaning the actual number of Nemesis 2s should be quite lower. Maybe even by a third.”

Serenity stared at her. “You saying a third of four million people are dead?”

“About that, yes,” said Jessica quietly. “Though it’s probably more, as Fabricators can now see and be seen by the demons. Our immunity ended with the assignment of our class. The military is putting local casualties at just over a million in the city.”

“An eighth,” said James. “That’s… how is the city even still functioning?”

“Due to the military, mostly. National Guard, and the fact that Fort Hamilton housed the 152nd Brigade Engineer Battalion. That and our ability to produce Manna. Without that food, we’d be in an entirely different situation. Oh—wait.” Her tone had sharpened. She read something, then her eyes widened. “Oh shit.”

James stepped closer. “Jessica?”

“The mayor.” She lowered her phone and stared blankly at them both. “He’s dead.”

“Oh shit,” said Serenity. “Nemesis?”

“They’re saying its suicide.” Jessica placed her hand against her brow and turned away, staring off into the middle distance. “And they can’t find the Public Advocate. Which means the Comptroller will be promoted to mayor, and he’s…” She shook her head, eyes darting from side to side as if tracking an invisible pinball as it made its way through a machine. “With his incompetency, that’ll mean paralysis. And… the deputy mayor can’t take control, but if the governor appoints…”

James recalled Mayor Liu. His erratic smile, his febrile energy, his broken laugh. Dead.

“Fuck,” he whispered.

Jessica dropped her hand and turned to stare at them both. “We got out just in time. The DRC would have been… yes. As Blue Light, we can continue to… I’ve got to make some phone calls.”

“Are you going to be all right?” asked James, reaching out to touch Jessica’s upper arm.

“What?” She blinked at him. “Me? How I am doesn’t matter. But I have to act now, before people have an opportunity to make mistakes. Go ahead. Richard is at the ballroom, and I’ve called Cindy to return. They’ll help you out. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

“Sure,” said Serenity. “Call us if you need help, hon.” And then she stepped in and gave the surprised Jessica a quick squeeze.

James glanced both ways out of habit before crossing the street, then strode to the Marriott’s entrance.

The cars and bellboys were gone. They entered the lobby. Some of the lights along the left half were dimmed, and a single man stood behind the broad counter, typing furiously at the computer hidden behind the desk, his face wan and exhausted.

James waved at him, pointed toward the ballroom, and the man nodded and resumed his work.

There was no assistant outside the double doors this time, and when James entered the scene resembled a refugee camp more than a convention. Chairs had been moved aside, and several hundred people had staked out areas of the carpeting on which to snooze or sit in circles, talking quietly as they cleaned guns, ate Manna bread, or scrolled their phones.

“Hey, it’s James!” shouted someone, and the crowd looked up, relief and sharp curiosity on their faces.

James raised a hand, forestalling the need to answer as more questions were called his way, and crossed to the stage.

The back corner of the ballroom was now dominated by a jury-rigged command center, with tables fitted against the corner walls on which huge monitors stood. Flat screens had been hung on the walls, and while half of them were dead, the rest showed maps, news stations, and other data.

Richard was drinking a can of Monster, his eyes ringed by dark shadows, but his grin was wide, and he stepped away from where he was consulting with three military technicians to greet James.

“Yo, Captain, what’s up? Captain Star Boy reporting for duty.”

“You’ve heard, then.”

“Jessica gave me the head’s up. I’ve not breathed a word. What’s your plan? Most of the folks headed home for the night, and we’ve another hundred sleeping upstairs. Everyone here hung out on the off chance you were going to lead another raid tonight.”

“See if you can get those upstairs to come down here. I’m going to break the changes to them.”

“And did you hear about Liu?” Richard rubbed the sparse stubble on his scalp. “Now that’s wild. Talk about the wrong guy for the job.”

“Nice,” said Serenity. “Keep it classy, Star Boy.”

“Am I wrong? I’m not wrong. I’ve got plenty of updates for you, too, but let me get a call to the folks upstairs. One sec.”

People were standing, watching, waiting, so James grabbed the mike and climbed wearily up onto the stage. “Evening, everybody. We’re waiting for the folks upstairs to join us, so it’ll be maybe another five or ten minutes before I update you all. Thanks for your patience.”

The crowd grumbled and broke apart, most people moving to sit again, but the members of Crimson Hydra made their way toward the stage, and James felt a strong surge of relief at the sight of them.

Awareness hit him: these were his people. He didn’t know them, had only fought with them a couple of times, but in their faces he saw steadfast determination and something more—a rightness, a familiarity, a bond that they also seemed to see in him.

Was that the ka-tet bond? Had something come into existence between them that transcended normal friendships, normal bonds?

James didn’t know, but he felt clear relief at the sight of them.

Crimson Hydra was here.

He and Serenity weren’t alone.

“Hey,” he said, coming down off the stage. Richard was making one radio call after another in the background, his voice monotone. “Good to see you all.”

“And you,” said Joanna. “Didn’t feel right to take off for home till we heard from you.” Her smile was warm, genuine. “Though it’s been a slow few hours.”

“What’s the news?” asked Bjørn. “You look tense.”

“Big changes.” James rubbed at his chin. “I’d tell you now, but I don’t know if I can repeat myself right after to the whole crowd. You guys mind waiting a couple more minutes?”

“The mayor’s dead and the DRC’s joining the army,” said Serenity. “Not what we wanted, but in this big bad world, sometimes shit happens and you gotta roll with it.”

James rounded on her, eyes wide and she winked at him. “See? That wasn’t so hard.”

“You for real?” Yadriel ran his hand over his frizzy hair. “We going military?”

“I can’t,” said Jason, his expression conflicted. “My heart, remember?”

“I’m not joining no military,” said Sarah. “I’m out of here.”

“Hold up,” said Bjørn. “The man has to have a chance to make his case. I’m willing to bet he had very good reasons for this. And the mayor’s dead?”

“Yeah,” said James heavily. “Suicide, they think. But look. You’ve been really patient so far. All I’m asking is that you wait another ten minutes. Let me explain. You want to walk right after? I won’t stop you.”

Sarah’s face closed like a fist, but she crossed her arms and nodded reluctantly.

“Makes sense to me,” said Becca. “The way we’re operating, it doesn’t make sense for us to report to civilians who can’t understand what’s at stake on the street.”

Denzel was frowning. “Like, the army? I thought about joining up a couple of years ago but couldn’t leave the family business. And now… huh. Funny world.”

“My heart,” protested Jason, his voice close to anguished.

“They’re handing out waivers and making exceptions. You’ll understand soon enough.” Their stares were too demanding, so James raised both palms. “Hang tight. I’ll explain soon enough.”

And he took the mike and stepped back up onto the stage.

Ten minutes later the sleepers from upstairs had straggled in, bringing the number present to three or four hundred of the original thousand. James stood patiently, microphone by his side, and finally deemed the moment right.

“Evening, everybody. I’m going to do my level best to explain what’s happened and why, but up front I want you to know there wasn’t much choice to any of this. Instead, some good people ran interference and damage control, and this is the best deal we could get.”

The crowd immediately stirred, troubled, and James cursed silently. Why didn’t they have some smooth-talking operator up here who could present it perfectly?

“Long story short, our success was not only making the military look bad, but it was starting a wave of defections. That’s right. Soldiers were going AWOL and trying to hook up with us. You can imagine how the generals took that. Yeah, not good. That, and it sounds like the CIA and some other people were mad at how effective we were being. It still doesn’t make sense to me, and I won’t try to explain it. But they were looking to shut us down, or install new leadership, or arrest us.”

James frowned as the audience stirred again, their voices raised in anger.

“See, as quickly as the world is changing, it’s not changing fast enough in all the ways that matter. We’ve all dealt with assholes more interested in conserving power than doing the right thing. They saw us as… a threat? A problem? Something that was making them look bad? So they put us in the crosshairs. But the thing is, there was also a small number of good people looking out for us, and they stepped in to help us out.”

Again James paused. He watched the crowd, tried to gauge how it was taking the news. They were still listening, at least.

“I explored the option of just disbanding but was informed that we’d probably be unofficially detained for our roles in what had taken place and the creation of an unsanctioned rogue militia. Yeah, exactly. So Major Hackworth stepped in, and long story short, we’re not going to be bothered. I’m staying in control, and we’re going to keep on killing demons as before. Only difference is, we’re no longer going to be considered the DRC. Instead, we’re now a special forces branch under Colonel Hackworth, who just got a promotion so he can help run this outfit.”

Silence followed. It looked like most the folks didn’t know what to make of this announcement, but a few clearly understood and a moment later they started shouting questions.

James raised both hands. “Listen up. I didn’t want this. Frankly, I didn’t want any of this, the apocalypse, the demons, being up here even in the first place. But damn.” He paused, searched for words. “If I have to do this, I might as well do it to the best of my limited abilities, and that means keeping us fighting and the assholes off our backs. Hackworth is good people. If continuing to kill demons, get ammo, and being left alone means joining the fucking military, so be it, because between you and me, I think the future of our species is standing in this room right now, and all the old ways of doing stuff is going to fall apart and disappear while you and me keep our heads down and keep on fighting.”

That assuaged some of the anger, but a decent sized chunk was still unsure.

“We’re not going to wearing fatigues. We’re not going to live on an army base. We’re not going to walking in lines and training to fire M4s—though now that I think about it, getting our hands on some of those wouldn’t be bad. We’re not going to shave our heads; we’re not going to be bossed around by sergeants yelling in our faces. I’m a captain now. Hell, a bunch of you will probably be made the same and lieutenants and who the hell knows what else. But first and foremost, you’re going to be Crimson Hydra, Ebon Mothman, whatever. You’re going to be exactly what you already are, and this just changes the framing. Nothing more.”

More nods, more hesitant acceptance.

“I asked about criminal records. Unless it’s a serious problem, people are going to get their records wiped clean and given waivers. Uncle Sam doesn’t care about what you did yesterday, within reason. He just wants you killing demons today and tomorrow. But if that’s a problem, I more than understand.” James paused and gazed out over the crowd. “If you want to head out and go at this alone, all I can say is thank you for the time you gave us. Thank you, and good luck out there.”

His final words echoed throughout the ballroom, and not by accident they had a chilling, bleak tone to them.

More scowls cleared, more people slowly nodded, and it was then that James was sure it was going to work.

They were going to lose folks, sure. But not as many as he’d feared.

Special Operation Force Blue Light was a go.


Chapter 47:

Ma Deuces

James fielded questions for the next twenty or so minutes, though it quickly became obvious that most folks just wanted to hear themselves talk. He was patient, however, answered what he could, admitted when he didn’t know something—which was often—and promised to get back to folks on everything they wanted to know.

In the end some thirty or forty individuals left, some coming up to apologize and give their reasons, others slipping out the double doors quietly and without a glance back. James watched them go with a feeling of remorse and resignation.

This really was the best he could do. Maybe somebody else could have navigated these political waters better, but he wasn’t a power broker or politician. He was just an old dude trying to keep his head above water and his eyes on the prize: killing demons.

Finally he raised his hands, signaling an end to the questions, and raised the mike once more.

“We’re going to call it a night, folks. Part of me wants to hammer on and hit the streets, but we’re all low on Aeviternum and too disorganized right to do a proper strike. So instead I’m going to hold a war council, figure out how we’re going to handle tomorrow, and get ready for the Third Wave. Get some rest. Come dawn I want to get to killing demons, which means processing and orienting everyone starting around five a.m. Crimson leaders, come join me in about five minutes.”

Folks subsided, turned to talk to each other. James turned off the mike and descended from the stage.

“Cindy,” he said. “We’re going to need a fresh headcount and an update on levels and Benedictions. We still got the manpower to handle a fresh survey before heading out?”

Cindy bobbed her head. “Yes sir. I’ve got two assistants here right now, and another three returning in the morning. I’ll let them know to be here by six.”

“We’ll work on the spreadsheet together,” said Star Boy—no, Richard, “and have a system in place for the morning. Also, exciting news: I liberated several hundred AirTags this afternoon from an Apple store. So I’m going to distribute them to each team leader for a start—”

“Liberated?” asked Serenity, her tone amused.

Richard grinned back. “That’s right. You know the huge store on Flushing Avenue? It’s been closed for days now, so I finally got through to corporate, and like totally scared the pants off some high-level manager there who got security to let me in.” His grin widened. “It was awesome. I almost grabbed a bunch of other stuff, too, but we’re not yet in full Mad Max mode. I’ll work tonight on getting them synced up with our ASSOC system, which is about ready to go. We got satellite feeds, traffic data—which, surprise, sucks right now—and constant communication with Fort Hamilton and other military outposts, including, which is pretty crazy, the Department of Defense? I haven’t called them yet.”

James let all this information wash over him. “That all sounds good. But what I want before we head out on our dawn raid is the following: an exact census of everybody who’s willing to join Blue Light, their ranks, Benedictions, and to rearrange them as necessary so that each team—”

“Ka-tet,” said Richard.

“Is ready to work that synergy from the get-go. I want emphasis placed primarily on getting someone to Iron Aura, as that’ll be crucial for leveling up the whole team. So no redundancies there if possible.”

“Got it,” said Cindy. “We’ll only be hampered by whether everybody shows up on time.” She glanced at Richard for confirmation. “But we can put in place sorting algorithms that’ll do the heavy lifting as soon as people check in.”

“Good,” said James. “All right, let me speak with Crimson Hydra and then it’s time for our battle plans.”

Cindy and Richard stepped away, and James led Serenity back over to their crew who were waiting in a huddle, Bjørn clearly trying to reason with Sarah.

“She’s leaving,” said Joanna, clearly despondent.

Bjørn went to explain but James held up a hand, cutting him off, and moved to stand before Sarah.

She wasn’t very tall, but somehow projected a sense of stature. She gazed at him with her shockingly piercing eyes, and he saw her resolve and accepted it.

“Thank you,” he said softly. “For the time you gave us. Good luck out there.”

Her eyes narrowed a fraction and then she nodded curtly. “You’re a good man, James. I hope you don’t have cause for regret.”

He smiled. “No regrets. New motto of mine. Just do the best I can as I go along and try to fail as few people as possible. Don’t hesitate to look us up if you ever want to check back in.”

She nodded again, surveyed their crew, then hitched her pack up over one shoulder and strode toward the double doors.

“You’re just going to let her go?” demanded Bjørn.

“You want me to wrestle her to the floor?”

“No, but you’re a charismatic man, you’ve a way with words. You could have tried, James.”

“Nah.” James watched Sarah disappear through the doors. “Wouldn’t have worked. Sarah knows her own mind. I respect her for it.”

“Sure, I respect her as well, but what about our damn synergy?” Bjørn raked his hands over his hair, his frustration obvious. “Our Circle of Protection just walked out on us and we don’t all have Iron Aura. How are we supposed to take on thousands of demons without her?”

“We’ll have to figure it out,” said James. “I’m not happy about it, Bjørn, but you gotta respect people. And if you think Sarah could be swayed, well, then you clearly think more of me than you should.”

Bjørn went to respond but James turned at last and fixed him with a stare.

Bjørn grimaced and subsided. “Fine. Whatever. You’re the leader here, though I’ll be honest, your letting Sarah go was a huge red flag for me.”

“Agreed,” said Becca. “You could have at least tried.”

James considered them both and saw their privilege. Both were young, good looking, healthy, and clearly used to getting their way. The kind of people that argued with cops, who felt entitled to the good things in life, which felt like they deserved special treatment simply for being who they were.

They couldn’t understand letting Sarah go. To them it wasn’t a question of respect and acknowledging that Sarah couldn’t be browbeaten, but more that something useful was being allowed to walk. A tool. An asset. Something that benefited them.

The others were watching. Yadriel’s hooded gaze considering. Joanna and Denzel frowning.

Was this a test of his leadership? He supposed it was.

“You’re both good judges of character,” said James. “Bjørn, you’ve probably hired and fired and managed more people than I can imagine. Becca, you’ve worked along other soldiers and security guards and learned when to trust and how to depend on people.”

They both listened, but he felt a slightly lowering of their guard. Everybody liked being complimented, especially entitled people.

“But Sarah is from the streets. By my guess she’s been living on them for most her life. I only did seven years, but in that time I saw really few people with that kind of iron in them. In my gut I knew she’d not be swayed. That arguing with her would only cause her to respect me less. This way at least we left a door open to her returning. Who knows what the future will bring? But arguing with her now would only have burnt bridges. I’m honored she even stuck around to say goodbye.”

Bjørn scrunched up his face, then threw up his hands. “I’ll leave it to your street expertise, then. Not my style to let good people go, but what’s done is done.”

Becca shrugged. “Whatever you say, James.”

James could sense Serenity’s desire to interject and appreciated her holding back. “We’ll find someone to replace her. But now I gotta go talk to the other heads of the Crimson teams. You guys take it easy. I’ll loop back around when I can.”

“I’m going to go to my room,” said Joanna. “Becca, you want to come with?”

“Nah,” said Becca, glancing at Bjørn. “I’m going to see if I can get a drink at the hotel bar. I’ll be up later.”

“I’m going to try and get hold of my folks,” said Denzel. “I promised I’d touch base every few hours.”

Jason stretched, his olive-green shirt riding high to reveal his chiseled abdomen. “I learned to sack out whenever there was a chance. Wake me if you need me.”

Yadriel put in a pair of earbuds, shoved his hands in his hoody pockets, and walked away.

James met Bjørn’s dark gaze and held it for a moment. Just long enough to get a sense of the other man’s flinty resolve, then nodded and turned away.

“What the fuck was that about?” asked Serenity as they returned to the stage. “Any idiot could see Sarah was going to go.”

“Bjørn’s no idiot,” said James. “He’s a big-time fancy CFO. I was wondering how long he’d be content to play second fiddle to a homeless guy.”

“You think he’s going to make a play to run things?”

“Sooner or later, yeah. I don’t think he can help himself.”

“What are you going to do about it?”

“For now? Nothing. I guess that’s the benefit to being in the military. Captains can’t be replaced by lieutenants, or whatever he’ll end up being. I’m safe for now. But I’ll keep an eye on him. And to be honest?” He paused and glanced sidelong at Serenity. “If he proves better than me at all this? I’ll let him take my place. But first he’ll have to convince me.”

“Bullshit,” said Serenity. “That guy’s so in love with himself it’s a mercy he can’t suck his own dick. Otherwise he’d never leave the bathroom.”

James snorted. “Lovely imagery. Thanks.”

“But Becca and him have something going on, don’t you think?”

“I do. Again, makes sense. They both see themselves as top predators. They’re both single, we’re in a constant state of near death. I’d be surprised if all they do is get drinks at the bar.”

“Makes them a faction, though. Shit.” Serenity ground the base of her palm into her eye. “The more things change, the more things stay the same.”

James approached Cindy and Richard, told them about Sarah’s departure, and asked them to flag a new replacement, then headed to the area before the stage where some twenty men and women stood awaiting him.

“Evening, folks.” He moved to the fore, and they made a rough semi-circle. He recognized a few. Carvajal with Crimson Dragon, a sandy haired young man with a hollowed-out gaze and a machete at each hip; Young with Crimson Naga, her blonde hair so pale it was almost white; old man Bennet with Sphinx, his skin lined and wrinkled as if someone had scrunched up a paper bag and smoothed it out over his face.

“I’m not good with names, so let’s go round once more and introduce ourselves. Say our name, team, level, and benedictions. Then we’ll get to it.”

Everybody did so; James tried to hold on to identities but was mostly just glad to hear that everyone present was at least Supplicant 1.

“So here’s our situation.” He crossed his arms and leaned back on his heels. “There are thirty-four symbols, three of which have been neutralized, though we’ve no idea if the Third Wave will rebuild. We’re guessing that around ten thousand or so Nemesis 2s will reinforce each symbol after the third wave hits this evening. We’ve got fourteen days till the Nemesis 3s arrive, so the way I see it, we need to focus today and tomorrow on killing as many demons as they try to reach the symbols as possible, then launch strikes on the remaining enemy forces over the following two weeks.”

Baker from Wraith, a bald, heavily muscled guy with a Punisher skull stenciled on his black flak jacket, raised a hand. “How many we estimating coming in with the Fourth Wave?”

“I don’t know, not for sure. Another thirty thousand for each symbol?”

“Shee-it,” said Baker, looking around at the others as if to check for incredulity. “How are we supposed to kill that many? The army going to back us up?”

“Well, here’s what I was thinking. Each hive is about six to nine square blocks and has about eight streets leading into it from all directions. What’s thirty-one multiplied by eight?”

“Two hundred and forty-eight,” said Lindsey, a corpulent guy in overalls with a chainsaw by his feet.

“We’ve got something like eighty teams of our own, given the losses we’re taking with going Blue Light, but I’m sure we can get Colonel Hackworth to help us out with another two hundred squads. We put a team in each street with a couple of big machine guns and all the ammo in the world, then Smite the Nemesis 2s as they come.”

“We’d want Ma Deuces,” said Nakalanzi from Crimson Bugbear. He was a tall, almost cadaverous man, his features gaunt, his hair shaved to the skull which was prominent beneath his skin. “Fifty caliber bullets.”

“Machine gun nests,” agreed Baker, rubbing his hand over the Punisher skull stencil. “Now that I can get behind. With our synergies, we’d reap so much experience we’d all level up in no time.”

“Right,” said James. “If we set it up right, we can prevent the third and fourth waves from reinforcing the nests, then once we’ve held them off, turn out attention to wiping out the queens with Iron Auras. At that point it should be pretty simple.”

There were nods all round.

Kälin, a middle-aged woman with her graying brown hair pulled back in a businesslike bun and a piercing stare raised an eyebrow. “And we’re to put all this in place by this afternoon? I’m skeptical.”

“We can try.” James rubbed at his bearded jaw. “That’s my thinking, at any rate. A couple of Ma Deuces with the Smite folks and M4’s for everyone else. We’ll not stop every demon, especially those that cross over the roof tops, but they seem to prefer the streets regardless.”

Baker sneered. “And if the army don’t want to play ball?”

“Then fuck ’em,” said James, his tone gentle despite his words. “We’ll encircle as many symbols as we can by ourselves, level up, then go to town over the remaining fourteen days.”

More nods all around.

“Then let me make some phone calls,” said James. “Maybe being part of the military won’t be so bad after all.”


Chapter 48:

Big Axes Work, Yo

James awoke.

He lay in a queen-sized bed, the sheets clean and smooth, the mattress indescribably perfect. Serenity’s couch hadn’t even come close to this decadence.

Something was ringing. His phone on the bedside table. “5:00 a.m.” flashed over and over on the screen.

Wiping at his face, James swiped the alarm off, then sat up. A hotel room. The Marriott. That’s right, he’d come up here around two in the morning for a few hours’ sleep.

He felt like crud, his eyes gummy, his mouth stale, his body weary and his mind heavy with fatigue.

Turns out three hours weren’t enough to get him in fighting trim.

“Fuck,” he muttered, and swung his legs over the side. Today was going to be big. He didn’t want to burn an Aeviternum for nothing, but he felt like five-day-old steak that had been runover by a Zamboni.

The very thought of facing the ball room full of new Blue Light members and making the pitch again with the way he felt made him vaguely nauseous.

James blinked and sat up straight. The fact that it was taking him this long to even make a decision made the decision for him. He burned the Aeviternum, and immediately sweet, replenishing energy coursed through him, burning away his aches, easing the pain in the back of his skull, the crick in his neck, the heavy feeling in his face.

And made him want to palm his own face. He should have set the alarm for just before dawn, spent his final remaining Aeviternum, then had his full amount replenished by the start of the new day.

What a waste.

Still, he felt incredibly invigorated. He leaped off the bed, strode into the bathroom, and had a quick, scalding shower. Emerged in a plume of steam to dump the contents of his duffel bag onto the bed and selected new gear to wear.

He texted Jessica and Richard while brushing his teeth, called Serenity while pulling on his boots, and at 5:09 strode out the room to make his way down to the ground floor.

The ballroom was nearly empty, but Jessica was there, talking to three military officers and looking fresh and sharp despite her rumpled clothing and careless twist that held up her blonde hair. She must have spent Aeviternum.

He strode over. “Good morning.”

“Captain Kelly,” said one of the officers.

James blinked at them, taken aback, then nodded. “Hello.”

“Captain Morales,” said one, a spry, wiry man with fierce focus and a magnificently hooked nose. “We’re coordinating the delivery of the weaponry with Warrant Officer Miles to the designated locations, but Colonel Hackworth instructed us to give an overview of the Browning M-2 here once your people are ready.”

The captain’s dubiousness was obvious.

James looked at the men on the stage who were setting up two massive guns, each almost six feet long, huge belts of fifty caliber bullets feeding into the chamber.

“Good thinking. How many will we get per team?”

“Two as requested. We had to request extra from the Marine Corp Reserve on Barren Island, but we got it done.” The captain was obviously proud. “We’ve also made some improvements on your suggestions. We’ll have air support over each symbol, allowing us to call in aid if necessary, as well as deploying Bradleys, Strykers, and Abrams to the sites. Those are en route already.”

“Excellent,” said James. “Will Blue Light symbols get support as well?”

“Yes sir. The exact deployment is available for your review. We’re emphasizing direct contact weaponry for the benefit of leveling but will not hesitate to destroy the enemy by any means if our forces are in danger of being overrun.”

“Sounds good, Captain.” James wanted to add something but had nothing more to say; he resisted the urge to wipe his palms on his hips, and instead turned to Jessica who picked up on his discomfort.

“Captain, I’ve reviewed the deployment plan and it looks good. We can do a presentation to all of Blue Light once we’ve processed and signed them up, but it’s going to be tight.”

“Very well. How are things looking on that front?”

“If you’ll step this way?”

James almost flinched as Captain Morales and the other two soldiers snapped out a salute and followed Jessica gratefully to the ASOCC corner where Cindy and a handful of assistants were busy at computer terminals. Richard was sipping on a Redbull as he eyed the screens, all of which were working now.

“Good morning!” Cindy also looked sharp and alert; she must have burned Aeviternum just an hour or so ago. “Things are looking… well, a little rough, but we’ll get there. The challenge lies in processing everybody as they arrive. For simplicity’s sake we’ve reduced the military enrollment forms to their bare minimum and combined them with fields to update our census and knowledge about Benedictions and so forth.”

“Hackworth sign off on a simplified version?” asked James.

Cindy hesitated. “Not so much. But we’ll never be ready if we try to get everyone signed up the normal way. It’s a first step that we can get yelled about later.”

“Everybody’s due to start arriving at six,” said Jessica. “That gives us five hours to enroll them in the military, update our census, reconfigure our teams as necessary, explain the battle plan, then have everybody who’s going to use a Ma Deuce go through a twenty-minute small group training on the two guns. That puts us at eleven a.m., at which point you’ll give them a quick speech and bid them good luck as they head out to their locations. I figure it will take us another two hours to get in place, and another hour or two to familiarize ourselves with each location, as well as receive the guns and armaments. That puts us at around three or four p.m. to be ready, with a buffer of two hours for natural delays. Six p.m. is the latest I want everyone in place, and from there we’ll maintain contact via radio and be ready for whatever may come.”

“Sounds good,” said James, grateful all over again for Jessica’s presence. “You’re liaisoning with Hackworth on all this?”

“We’re becoming best friends,” said Jessica in her cool, clinical tone. “We’ll be receiving support staff starting tomorrow, as well as hosting other special op teams who wish to learn from our example and reconfigure their setups to optimize their own leveling rate.”

“Great. Happy to host. What’s the situation with the mayor?”

“Comptroller Blair Howard has nominally taken control of the mayor’s office, but the governor is openly signaling that he’s going to exercise emergency protocols to place the deputy mayor in control instead. It’s clearly unconstitutional, but Comptroller Howard is… well. Temperamentally unfit for the job and this crisis in particular, so I don’t think anybody will object. Still, it should take at least a couple of days to clear all the red tape, and the governor is dealing with the debacle in Buffalo, so we’re not a top priority. Which!” She paused to inhale. “All means that local government is fractured and currently frozen. We’ve got the Emergency Management team keeping agencies connected, and the lights are still on, so there’s that, at least.”

James tried not to feel overwhelmed. He’d no idea how these things worked, these agencies and bureaus, organizations and departments. The NYPD was probably out there, right, along with the NYFD? It all felt shadowy and vast, and he was happy to leave it to Jessica.

“And you?” he asked. “How are you holding up?”

She blinked at him, momentarily taken aback. “Me? Fine. Aeviternum is incredible. I’m trying to level up as a Fabricator on the side but seeing all I can do is make Manna bread, I’m doing that as often I can. Speaking of which.” She held out her palm, and its center a mote of gold began to glow and expanded into a sphere of soft radiance that then hardened into a large, pale gold loaf. “Breakfast?”

James chuckled, took the loaf, and broke a chunk off. It steamed. “Thanks.”

“Look, I’ll be honest with you.” She broke a small piece off and popped it in her mouth. Chewed energetically, then swallowed. “There’s a lot going on with the military and our being made into a special forces operation. I don’t understand the half of it, but what I do know is that you need to be kept away from that madness. So just focus on the troops? I guess we’re calling them that now? And keep your mind sharp. Hackworth, Cindy, Richard, and I will interface with all the new people and systems, and make sure none of it interferes with what you’ve got to do. OK?”

“Sounds great to me. Thank you.”

She smiled tightly at him, curled a strand of errant hair behind one ear, and then her phone buzzed. “Finally,” she said, held up a finger to him, and turned away to answer it.

She’d not answered his question, he realized.

Hundreds of people filtered in over the next hour, and Cindy’s assistants processed and directed them to their groups. It turned out a good third of the original DRC didn’t return; either word had spread, or they’d decided they were better off alone, or something else had held them back. That was offset, however, by the arrival of four or so hundred new folks who had either traveled over the last twenty-four hours to get here or allowed curiosity to get the better of them. They were entered into the system, background checks were run, told that this was now a military outfit called Blue Light, and given as much time as they needed to decide whether to join.

To James’s surprise, most of them just rolled with it.

By 6:30 the ballroom was starting to feel full again, with the old hands welcoming the newcomers, Cindy’s crew issuing lanyards and team assignments, and mounds of Manna bread and scalding hot coffee keeping people in good cheer.

Tablets were everywhere, with people entering their info, signing their military contracts, and at times speaking with the dozen army recruiters on hand to help with questions. James hovered close by to listen in on a few and quickly gathered that most of it was theoretical in nature. What did it matter whether folks enlisted for four or six years, or if they wanted enlistments bonuses or other incentives? The physical exam was waived, and after signing the contract folks would head over to the dozen American flags set up against the wall and there swear their oath:

“I, _____, do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic; that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the same; and that I will obey the orders of the President of the United States and the orders of the officers appointed over me, according to regulations and the Uniform Code of Military Justice. So help me God."

Which god? James wondered, but when his turn came, he stood with his hand raised and repeated the words just like the others.

The teams coalesced into their new nine-member groups, and just before seven Cindy led a burly Viking-looking guy over to Crimson Hydra. He was massive, broad-shouldered and as broad as a barn door, with golden hair hanging past his shoulders and a bearded powerful jaw, though his upper lip was shaved. A double-bladed battle-ax was slung over his shoulder, and his smile as he approached was as broad and genuine as the sun breaking through a bank of heavy clouds.

James liked him immediately.

“Hello everyone,” said Cindy. “This is Olaf Christenson, recently arrived from Minneapolis.”

“Minneapolis?” asked Serenity, incredulous. “That’s like…”

“Twenty hours away?” Olaf grinned. “A good drive, yes. I took my brother’s car when I heard James’s message.”

“You drove twenty hours to get here?” asked James.

“Yes! Your message was very inspirational. I thought to myself: that is where the good fight is happening. New York City, with James Kelly. There were lots of demons to kill in Minneapolis, but, well.” He moved his head from side to side. “I thought New York City is where everything big happens. I wanted to be here, to help. So I came.”

James chuckled. “Well, I like your attitude. You know how to use that axe?”

“My axe?” Olaf reached up and touched its blade. “Ya! I am a professional medieval Viking reenactor and HEMA instructor. Historical European Martial Arts. I spend most my time following my favorite bands, traveling home to Norway, working the festival circuit, yes? It never pay much, but I had a good time. Met lots of good people and did axe-work all over. Then the demons came.” Olaf’s smile broadened. “I get to use my axe even more. Very fulfilling. I feel like I have been preparing all my life for this to come.”

Joanna stood with her hands on her hips, grinning. “Well perhaps you can teach the rest of us how to swing an axe. The ammo’s going to run out one day.”

“Of course! Long sword, throwing axes, halberd, I have trained with them all. Not easy to learn, but with practice, you too can become a medieval demon slayer.”

“What’s your rank and Benediction set?” asked Bjørn.

“Mendicant 9, Shield of Faith,” said Olaf. “I had to stop leveling to come. But now that I am here, I am sure I will catch up quick.”

“You all right with going Circle of Protection?” asked James.

“Ya, no problem.”

“Then it looks like we have a deal. Welcome to Crimson Hydra, Olaf.”

The Viking stepped in and clasped James’s forearm in what was probably some old school warrior’s grip and beamed. “I am very excited. We are going to have a very good time.”

Serenity shook her head in wonder. “You guys serious? We got ourselves an actual Viking?”

“Not a real Viking, no.” Olaf stepped back. “Vikings were raiders. We are defending our homes, so I am but a Norseman.“ He smiled. “Also, my axe is not standard. But I like the big axes, and they make a better impression at festivals, so.”

“Big axes work, yo,” said Denzel. “I’ll be happy to stand behind you while you swing it.”

“Very good.” Olaf looked around the group inquiringly. “Your names?”

They introduced themselves one by one, and Olaf nodded, his blue gaze sharp.

“And you are James Kelly. You look different without the fur coat!”

“People change,” said James. “Guess I’m changing, too.”

Jessica stepped onto the stage, microphone in hand. “Hello everyone, if I can have your attention upfront. I’m Warrant Officer Miles. It looks like we’ve sworn in everybody and are now right on track to learn how to use the M2, or ‘Ma Deuce’ as it is affectionately called.”

All eyes turned to the two massive machine guns resting on their tripods on either side of her.

“We’re going to do this training in groups of ten to fifteen, so if you have Smite, and especially if you have Deadeye, please come to the stage when your team is called. Let’s start with Hydra, Bugbear, and Dragon. That’s all members of teams Crimson, Ivory, and Ebon. Please come to the front. It’s time to learn how to fire a fifty-caliber machine gun.”


Chapter 49:

Montecristo's

“Hey Captain, you want a cigar?”

James blinked and came to life, pushing off the side of the hummer to look up at the gunner behind the mounted M2. The car was positioned in the center of the street, the tip of an inverted triangle whose base points were two more Ma Deuces, each manned by Serenity and Becca.

The sun was setting. The wind was bitterly cold, sweeping down the avenue to knife right through James’s jacket. Shadows lengthened. A few blocks over, incongruously, salsa music was blaring from a radio.

“Shit, I never say no to a cigar.”

The soldier clipped the tip off, placed the cigar between his teeth, then cupped his lighter to the end and inhaled several times, getting it going. Plucking it free, he leaned down from his turret to hand it to James.

“It’s Cuban. Got it from a friend of mine. He used to run contraband out of the Keys, had a little Cessna.”

“Contraband?” asked James, examining the official seal around the cigar: Montecristo, Habana.

“Yeah, probably was just straight up dope, but I didn’t ask.” The soldier cut off the tip of another cigar and repeated the procedure.

James pulled the smoke into his mouth. The oily, rich smoke tasted delicious, deliciously scented, the tip of the cigar burning cherry red then immediately ashing to white. The sight reminded him of Nemesis 2s burning in his aura.

He drew the cigar out, considered it, then slowly exhaled.

Blue smoke filled the air with fine curlicues, then disappeared.

“This is real good,” he said. “You always carry Montecristos into battle?”

The soldier exhaled his own plume. “Yeah. I had this dream once. I get shot in the gut, am lying in a foxhole somewhere, and I realize my time’s come. So I pull out a cigar and just smoke it while watching the sky till I die. The dream felt real peaceful.”

James frowned. “Why you got two, then?”

“One’s for when I think I’m dying, the second was to celebrate in case I somehow ended up surviving.”

Again James paused. “Then why smoke them now? Why give me your second?”

The soldier grinned down at him. “Didn’t you get the memo? We’re already dead, Captain. This may look like our world, but we’re in hell. It’s just taking its time revealing itself to us.”

James stared.

Despite his manic smile, the man was stone cold serious.

“So might as well enjoy these beauties now.” The soldier inhaled again from the cigar. “Little moments of grace are gonna be few and far between from here on out, you know?”

“Yeah,” said James softly, turning away to sight back up the avenue. The soldier’s brittle cheer had chilled him more than the wind ever could, and he focused on just smoking the cigar.

Laughter rang out. Joanna and Olaf stood on the other side of the hummer, ready to drop Shields when the enemy appeared. They’d hit it off, and the sight of the instant chemistry warmed James’s heart. Would it be a problem in the long run, or a source of strength? How did the military handle romance inside units?

James allowed his gaze to drift to Serenity. She was fiddling with her Ma Deuce, doing something to the chamber. He tried to recall the woman he’d met in the ER. Her running mascara, the stale smell of cigarette smoke, how gaunt she’d been, strung out. Now she looked vibrant, healthy, athletic. Her Adidas tracksuit stretched taut over all the right curves, and he knew… well, did he? Would she welcome an advance?

James sucked on his cigar. Tried to imagine kissing Serenity, pulling her into an embrace, the feel of her skin against his own as their hands worked at each other’s belts.

No.

Which made him feel sad.

He felt like he should.

But he’d not been genuinely attracted to another person since Laney. It was as if that part of him had just… died.

Sure there’d been some drunken hook-ups in the beginning, wretched affairs that ended in self-loathing and horrific benders. He’d done it more to punish himself than out of any true desire.

But now? What was Serenity to him?

A friend?

No, she was more than that. Then what?

He just didn’t know.

The radio crackled.

“All units, this is Star Boy. We’ve got reports that the Third Wave has begun. Nemesis 2s have been sighted emerging from buildings across town. Get ready.”

“Here we go,” called James, putting his raw emotions away. “Serenity, Becca, look sharp.”

“Locked and loaded,” called Becca, lying back as if about to do crunches, her boots wedged between the tripod legs, her arms extending down the length of her body to grip the shovel handles between her knees, allowing her to sight down the length of the huge barrel and aim.

“I mean, yeah, I’m ready too.” Serenity scooted into place, raised the huge machine gun, and sighted down the avenue.

“Blessers, on my mark,” called James, his voice carrying in the frigid air. “Shields, at the ready.”

Silence fell across the block. The whole city seemed to be holding its breath. How long had it been since he’d heard a siren? James tried to remember. In the beginning the sound had been ubiquitous, but now?

Eerie silence.

The nape of his neck prickled, and he turned to stare up at the demon symbol. Was it his imagination, or was the Monitor watching him?

“Watch this,” he whispered, and turned back to stare down the avenue.

The blocks around the dead zone had all been abandoned, and a mandatory evacuation order blared over loudspeakers for hours earlier that afternoon, which meant there was no chance of a Nemesis 2 emerging from a window close by. Instead, they’d have to approach from a distance.

The first one did just that, emerging from a side street four blocks down, its pale mask ghostly in the dusk as it moved across the sidewalk onto the street and beneath a red streetlight.

“Bless Becca,” called James, the plan being to offset her lack of Deadeye.

Both Ma Deuces fired up with Smite, but Serenity got the shot off first, single fire mode, the sound brutal and percussive. A single cartridge larger than James’s forefinger flew into the air, and the Nemesis 2’s head exploded in a mass of black goo and shattered mask.

“Yeah!” shouted Denzel as the others cheered. “Now that’s what I call shooting!”

James didn’t fail to notice the slight frown that marred Becca’s otherwise implacable visage.

Another Nemesis 2 stepped into view, and Becca squeezed off a shot, but she missed. A second burning shot blew right through the Nemesis 2’s chest, blasting it apart.

“Now that’s what I’m talking about!” called Bjørn. “Good shooting, Tex.”

A pause followed, almost a minute, and each second crawled by with terrible slowness. James kept forgetting he still held the cigar between his fingers, only to raise it and take another puff, the smoke grounding him, making him feel truly present.

A block over the sound of M2s firing picked up, followed by exultant shouting.

Were they all fools for celebrating so quickly?

Nothing happened, and then a handful of Nemesis 2s came around the corner, two stories up, walking along the wall like praying mantises.

Both women leaned over and back, bringing their huge muzzles to bear, and opened fire.

Single shots rang out, brutal and loud: BAM BAM BAM BAM BAMBAMBAM.

The Nemesis 2s fell off the wall, though one clearly leaped away on purpose; even as its three fellows crashed to the ground, it landed neatly atop a car and then crouched to leap again.

Serenity swiveled her gun down and fired.

BAM.

The burning bullet caused its head to explode, and instead of flinging itself forth it just toppled over.

“Oh man, this is better than sex,” laughed Serenity, then pretended to consider. “With one person, at any rate.”

The soldiers laughed. One was placed beside each lady, ready to help reload, while the rest of the squad had their M4s and SAWs at the ready beside the hummer.

“Stay focused,” called James. “We haven’t even started yet.”

More gunfire, some distant, some just a block over. Staccato, broken up, but slowly picking up its pace.

A wave of Nemesis 2s came into view, rushing down the center of the avenue like a herd of demonic centaurs, their legs blurring, masks little more than pale blurs. Ten? Fifteen?

Didn’t matter.

Becca and Serenity both switched to limited rates of fire, five round bursts with built in pauses, so that both guns went BRRRP! BRRRRRRRP!

The herd withered and fell apart.

“I’m never going back to my Tavor,” called out Serenity. “I’m going to raise my Strength till I can just carry this bitch around. I’m in love.”

Nemesis 2s came around the corners in a new wave, racing along the building façades, swarming out of the side streets.

Both women got to work.

It was awe inspiring.

The Ma Deuces made the SAWs look like children’s toys. The fifty-caliber bullets punched clear through the demons to tear up the walls, leaving trails of finger thick holes across the stone, shattering windows, or punching fist-sized holes out of sterner walls.

The Nemesis 2s fell like grass before a blade, the Smite-enhanced shots destroying them utterly.

“Guess this demon apocalypse isn’t so bad after all,” said Bjørn.

Jason stood to one side, hands on hips, his grin going from ear to ear. “Anybody else feel like the demons mistimed this one? They should have tried us three hundred years ago.”

“Here they come,” called Serenity, her voice all business now, and the avenue flooded with demons.

Both Ma Deuces erupted.

James realized he was chomping on the cigar so hard he’d nearly bit clean through it. He forced himself to relax and inhaled more sweet smoke.

The scene before him was starting to resemble that moment in Aliens 2 when the automated turrets were blasting away the encroaching xenomorphs. It was exhilarating and terrifying both.

But the Ma Deuces did what they had to do.

“Madre de Dios,” he heard Yadriel say from just behind him, the Puerto Rican kid’s voice tinged with something akin to religious awe.

The roar of the big guns came from everywhere, filling the heavens with their righteous fury.

The soldiers were ready, for the guns seemed to run out of ammo every thirty seconds. They’d unhitch the ammo can attached to their side, toss it aside, grab a new one, affix it to place, throw open the lid, grab the belt, feed the first fifty cal into the breech, and then Serenity or Becca would pump the side lever thing three times and get to work.

All too soon the pile of cartridges piled up, forming a gleaming mound under the gun, then slowly began to overflow onto the street around them.

The Nemesis 2s were enraged, had no thought for their safety, but like their gremlin cousins came leaping and hissing toward certain death, their bodies blasting apart as the burning bullets tore through them and killed the demons coming up behind as well. Limbs blasted off, heads exploded, chests shattered, black ichor spraying in great gouts as the bullets absolutely wrecked them.

“Fuck yeah!” shouted the soldier up in the hummer’s gun turret, seeming to forget for a moment his own nihilism.

But the Nemesis 2s were just getting started. How many were supposed to hit them? Thousands?

Sure looked like it.

The guns chewed up the walls, caused cars to slump, tires blowing out, windows exploding, the sidewalk erupted, and the mounds of demons grew. New Nemesis 2s leaped over the bodies, only for the women to take turns leaning back and aiming into the sky, blasting them apart mid-air.

Where would the bullets land? James wondered. How far would they fly over the city before dropping to ground?

Both Ma Deuces fell silent as the soldiers got to reloading, and suddenly it was on, the Nemeses rushing forward unimpeded, leaping and covering ground with terrifying speed.

James snatched up his axe, cigar butt chomped shoved in the corner of his mouth. “Shields!”

Three wavering barriers appeared in the center of the avenue, each a yard wide, maybe two tall. The leading edge of the Nemeses crashed into them, but they only worked for a moment; the ones behind leaped right over and kept coming.

That’s when the hummer’s Ma Deuce lit up with gray fire and opened up.

The gunner went full auto, spraying the oncoming crowd with Smite-enhanced bullets, and for some reason James was shocked; the dude was Level 5?

The advance withered, and then both Becca and Serenity came back online and joined in on the fun.

The advance died, demons splattering apart, the huge bullets punching through them with ease, and quickly the whole block was cleared, then the second.

“Holy shit,” said the gunner as he ceased firing. “I just leveled twice.”

“Becca, Serenity! Ease up for a second!” James looked up at the gunner. “Have at it.”

The man grinned and opened fire again.

“Shields, block the flanks, funnel ’em into the center,” called James.

The huge gun roared, the demons died, and when the wave finally died away, the gunner looked stunned.

He must have killed a hundred Nemesis 2s right there. How much experience was that for a Level 7?

“Where you at?” James called up. “What level?”

“Supplicant 2. What the hell do I spend all these points on?”

“Same here,” said one of the reloaders, wide-eyed, and the other guy nodded.

Slowly it became apparent that the whole squad was united, reorganized along Blue Light’s principles, and every man had just burst up in the ranks.

But those hundred Nemeses wouldn’t have done much for James. At Supplicant 9, it was taking many hundreds, maybe a thousand demons for him to level.

Becca and Serenity reduced their rate of fire to bursts, then single shots as they picked off the stragglers.

James chomped on his cigar, thinking.

Even as the others cheered and clapped each other on the shoulders, James frowned out over the killing field. What was the right play here? Level a few elite ka-tets as high as they’d go, or spread the wealth and bring a bunch of other squads to the mid-ranks?

He had to talk to Star Boy.


Chapter 50:

The Ashes of Everything Now

The mission was a huge fucking success.

Somebody raided a liquor store and brought a hundred bottles of champagne to the ballroom, which proved ridiculously insufficient, so the hotel bar was raided and it turned out the Marriott had plenty more bottles in reserve.

The hotel staff, the few that still remained, were invited to partake, and most did.

Richard hooked up his phone to the ballroom speakers and started blasting some party anthems, stuff by The Weeknd, Drake, and Big Freedia, which went over great at first but then James grabbed the phone and dialed up some Tom Waits, ignoring the catcalls and shouts as “The Heart of Saturday Night” ramped up.

That opened the floodgates, and soon Cindy implemented a system where each team could nominate one song, and a competition began, with folks shouting their support or booing the selections, which ranged all over the place. One moment Marvin Gaye was singing the anthem, the next Beck was dropping “Loser,” only to flip over and have Carlos Fuentes rip out “Robarte un Beso” or Althea and Donna sing “Uptown Ranking.”

Some of the military folks assigned to Blue Light looked on in constipated displeasure, but when James realized he outranked them all he commanded them to loosen up, and they retreated to a corner with a good bottle of scotch.

Nobody had died.

Nobody.

The Ma Deuces had ruled the field, and tens of thousands of Nemesis 2s had died. In a couple of spots the Abrams had opened fire with their own machine guns, supported by the army squads, and sure, who knew how many Nemesis 2s had gotten into the hives via the rooftops, but the streets of NYC from the tip of the Bronx all the way down to Staten Island were flooded with decomposing demon corpses.

James sat on the edge of the stage, that bottle of Bulleit in his fist, and gazed out over the ballroom. People stood in knots laughing, arms slung over shoulders, listening to each other recount tales of the day, while others grooved to the music in a sparse crowd in the front. Here and there he saw couples pair off, some moving to the shadowed walls, others just grabbing each other’s hands and slipping out of the ballroom altogether.

James raised his bottle and blessed their wisdom. There were a thousand bedrooms going unused above them, after all.

“James!” Richard had his hand over a phone. “Hey, Captain Kelly! Phone call!”

James handed the bottle to Denzel who’d been sitting to this right, stood and made his way down. “Who is it?”

Richard grinned. “Colonel Hackworth. Seems congratulations are in order.”

“Colonel,” said James, plugging his other ear with a finger. “James here.”

“Captain, word of today’s success is spreading.” Hackworth’s voice was rich with elation. “And I don’t mean just amongst the brass, but across the whole damn country. People who didn’t or wouldn’t listen are now coming around, and even as they criticize just about every goddamn thing we did, they’re taking notes and figuring out improvements.”

“Glad to hear it,” said James. “Smite-enhanced fifty calibers seem to do the trick.”

“That they do. It’s time you make a formal announcement online. You’re to keep your TikTok channel as your primary means of communication, and we’ll have Jessica post it to the other platforms.”

James turned and searched the crowd. Jessica was dancing with Yadriel, her shirt untucked, her blonde hair spilling out of its customary knot, a bottle of champagne in one hand. She was smiling, eyes closed, feeling the music. She extended palm, manifested a random loaf of Manna, then tossed it away over her shoulder.

James smiled. He’d never have guessed she could get down.

“Yes sir,” he said. “Anything in particular you want me to say?”

“We’re opening up official Blue Light recruiting stations in every city, following your campaign manager’s model. We’ve a simple page up, bluelight.mil, and it’ll list all the recruiting stations as they come online. Tell them you’ll be doing a tour soon, swinging by major cities to check in and make sure everything’s shipshape.”

“I will?”

“Sure you will. I don’t think you understand how powerful your example has become. And now that you’ve led this operation? Blue Light is the future. Make sure you emphasize the benefit to us all working together, federal, state, local, and the military. But keep it authentic. Be yourself.”

“Sure,” said James, head spinning. “I’ll do my best, sir.”

“I know you will. Congrats again, Captain, and we’ll talk tomorrow morning at 8. A.M. to review how we’re dealing with the Fourth Wave.”

“I’ll talk to you then.”

James hung up, considered the phone, then handed it over to Richard, who studied him in surprise. “What’s up?”

“Nothing. Need to make a TikTok.”

Richard laughed. “You don’t make a TikTok, dude. You—never mind. Need help? Want me to call Jessica?”

“No, I got this.” For better or worse. “Have fun.”

“All right, yeah. But listen, we gotta talk, I’m purposefully not getting smashed till we do. Come find me, yeah?”

“Yeah, all right.”

James stepped away, drew his own phone out, and tapped it against his other palm. A video.

He could easily just boast about their success. Maybe that was what was needed, to give everyone a jolt of euphoria. Heavens knew they’d had enough grim news recently.

But that didn’t feel right.

James moved to a side door, politely refusing to engage with folks who called out to him, and when he reached it he held up the phone and trained it on the ballroom.

“Everything Now” by Arcade Fire was playing. Folks were having a good time, even if the lighting in the ball room was garish. Just then someone discovered dimmers, the lights went down to 25%, lowering everything to a more intimate gloom, and the crowd shouted its approval.

James smirked. Even in the face of the apocalypse you could find a moment of respite with booze, good music, and friends. Some things never changed.

He turned the phone on himself and started recording.

“James Kelly here. Guess I’m a captain for now. Our start-up department, the DRC, has become Special Operations Force Blue Light, and I’m one of the folks in charge. Today we scored a victory against the demons. We surrounded the thirty-four hives across our city with Blue Light teams and other synergized armed forces, and with the help of Smite-enhanced Ma Deuces, we killed them all. I reckon a hundred thousand demons died today, and we didn’t take a single casualty. This is how we’re celebrating.”

He turned the phone to take in the crowd which was chanting along with the music, everyone together, bottles raised.

Then, gradually, the celebratory tone of the song began to die, and became more contemplative, slow-paced, and melancholic.

James pushed open the side door and stepped out into the hallway, turning the camera back on himself.

“So yeah, we got ourselves a victory today, but our work’s just getting started. I’m not out there singing and dancing—though everyone out there fully deserves to—’cause I’m aware of what’s coming down the pike. Fourth Wave is tomorrow, which means millions of Nemesis 2s, and then we need to clean up the hives and get ready for Nemesis 3.”

James rubbed at his jaw and looked down the empty hallway and out into the lobby where a group of Blue Light operators were lounging and passing a bottle around. “This feels like a victory, and maybe it is, but if so, it’s a pinprick of light against a moving ocean of darkness. What we’ve done here needs to be replicated across the country, across the god damned world. If you’re seeing this and you’ve got some fighting spirit in you, then find the closest Blue Light recruiting office and sign up. If you’re already part of a team, bring all your friends down. We’re getting ammo, hummers, M2 machine guns, support, everything we need from the military, and it’s making all the difference. See, at first I thought it was enough to just team up in groups of nine, but now I’m seeing that’s still not enough. Those teams need to join together to form armies. We need to work together to kill not thousands of demons, but millions, and you and I both know they’re coming.”

Again he paused, frowning into the camera.

“One day I fear we’ll look back at this time as a golden age, when we had time to catch our breath and prepare. We need to make the most of it. Get down to your Blue Light recruiting center. Sign up. Get your hands on a Ma Deuce and get ready to slaughter the enemy tomorrow. And if you’re watching this from some other country? Form your own Blue Light, check our website, ‘blue light dot mil,’ for how to organize and everything we’ve learned. There ain’t no more nations out there. Just one people. One species. It’s us versus them, and we need to make sure we’re acting like it.”

Again he paused, considered his words, and frowned off to the side. In his mind he heard that old, ageless quote from countless movies: “There’s a storm coming.”

“Anyways. Chalk up a victory today for the good guys. Don’t fuck around. Don’t waste time. Get organized, get yourself in place for the Fourth Wave tomorrow, and do what needs doing. This is Captain James Kelly. Out.”

He ceased recording. Resisted the urge to watch the video and uploaded it instead.

For a few moments he tapped the phone against his chin, then pushed the door open and entered the ballroom.

A couple was moving to another door just off to his left. They hadn’t seen him. Becca had taken hold of Bjørn’s tie and was pulling him after her, smirking at him over her shoulder. He was laughing, bottle of wine in hand, and together they pushed through the doorway and were gone.

“Mazel tov,” James whispered, chuckled, and made his way back to the ASOCC where Richard was sipping on a Redbull and bopping to the new song. “Yo, Star Boy, what you got?”

“Hey, Captain Kelly, dude, awesome, come here, check this out.” Richard led him to a computer terminal where he clicked on a few things and then brought up a spreadsheet. “See here? This is a list of all our Blue Lighters, including updated ranks, or at least what folks could be bothered to share with us as they came back in. And over here…” Another couple of taps, and he looked at a huge screen on the wall, which flipped over to show an aerial shot of a drone looking down at a battle scene outside one of the symbols. Another tap, and the screen divided into four feeds, then sixteen, then into more ongoing feeds than James could keep track of.

“These are the recordings I had my fleet of drones take during the fight. Now, using some sweet facial recognition software of dubious legality that came with the ASOCC, I correlated who was firing and how many demons they look to have killed with how many levels they gained. The numbers are rough, of course, but we got enough data that I was able to sort through the noise and come up with the following. Check it.”

Another tap, and the video feeds were replaced by a simple table.

“We start with Mendicant 1 on the far left, and then move over to Supplicant 1, right up to Supplicant 9, where you’re at. I brought in some outside data to support my formula, namely the information released by Taiwan two days ago, and the NSA’s own studies, and it looks like we have a geometric doubling sequence for advancing in level for each demon type.”

James studied the numbers. It took about twenty gremlins to hit Level 2, then 40, 80, and so on, right up to 10,240 to reach Supplicant 1.

But to go from Supplicant 1 to Supplicant 2 only took two Nemesis 2 kills. Then four, then on up on the same escalating climb to 512 to reach whatever the new Level 1 would be.

“But here,” said Richard, tapping the Supplicant 2 column, “is where we discovered synergies, and the growth rate changed. Everybody is still advancing far more quickly as a collective, but slower than they would as individuals, with the effect growing more noticeable as we get closer to Supplicant 10, or whatever. Now, if the geometric sequence formula from solo leveling has a common ratio of two, meaning the number of kills needed to level doubles every round, then I can find a new formula that fits the synergy leveling if we use two and a half instead.”

Richard eyed James. “You still with me?”

“Instead of doubling, we multiply by two and a half each time?”

“Right. At first, the difference is almost negligible: ten kills for Supplicant 4 instead of eight; sixty-three kills for Level 6 instead of thirty-two. But by the time we get up to Level 9, where you’re at, we need 2,441 kills instead of 512.”

“Whoa, hold up.” James stared at Richard. “You saying we don’t benefit from the synergy in the long run?”

“No, it’s still a godsend. Remember, you’re leveling up nine people. Individually, you’d need 9 times 512 for all of you to level, so about 4,608 Nemesis 2 deaths. With the synergy, you only need 2,441, almost half. It’s still huge. It’s just not quite as delicious as we’d hope.”

James’s heart had lurched in his chest, but now he felt its thudding begin to subside. “OK. That explains why I didn’t level today. I must have added at least a thousand to my running total but didn’t hit the two and half thousand needed.”

“Right. But the proof is here: synergy gives us a savings of 48% of demon kills. Given that we currently get only one Nemesis 2 per person, that means we can more than double our number of ranking fighters if we synergize.”

“Which in the long run will be crucial. Got it. Which reminds me. It feels almost wasteful to use up thousands of demon kills to bring our team from Supplicant 8 to 9, or whatever. Wouldn’t it make more sense to rotate a bunch of other teams in, regular military guys, to rocket them up from Mendicant 6 to Supplicant 4?”

“Tough one.” Richard grimaced. “On one hand, yeah, getting a bunch of second Benedictions like Deadeye and Protective Circle are huge force multipliers. On the other, getting you to whatever comes above Supplicant could be equally huge. Who knows what a third-order Benediction could bring to the table? What if Nemesis 3 tears through the ranks of Supplicant 4s, and can only be stopped by Majordomo 1s, or what have you?”

“Majordomo 1s.”

“Sure, you know. Or Murderhobo 1s, or… fuck. I’m not naming this shit. Point is, I think we need to do both. Our priority needs to be getting a single advance team to the next major level, and then evaluating what we should do based on the new powers offered to us.”

“How are we going to evaluate in the middle of a gunfight?”

“Wear a headpiece and tell me in real time what your leveling bonus is once you bust out of Supplicant. If you bust out of Supplicant, and it doesn’t go to 15, or 20, or whatever. I’ll evaluate on the fly, and radio in new orders to every ka-tet leader. It’ll be to either keep going and reach Majordomo 1, or to cycle in military squads that we’ll have sitting in reserve just for leveling purposes.”

“Guess we could do that. Have four squads at the ready to jump in and take over the Ma Deuces if needed. Won’t take much to level each one.”

“Right. The trick’ll be getting the military to allow me to make that call. Which means I need a good rank. I was thinking…” Richard squinted as if envisioning it. “Lieutenant Colonel Star Boy. No? OK. Captain Star Boy. Actually, that sounds better.”

James snorted. “I’ll talk to Hackworth. You think you can get this all figured out by dawn?”

“You betcha. As long as I have access to data, I can make it do whatever I want. Ask Hackworth to get me local military ranking data, too. I can’t optimize who we sub in if I don’t know what’s out there.”

“I bet he’ll love that request. But fine. Oh, and Richard?”

Richard’s eyebrows rose. “Yeah, boss?”

“Good work.”

“Ha! That’s why they pay me the big bucks. You guys do pay me the big bucks, right?”

“Sure we do.” James turned away, but even as he did so, he caught the pleased flush spreading over Richard’s face. “Sure we do, Star Boy.”


Chapter 51:

Divine Death Machines

The night wound down. The music kept blaring, but people slowly faded away from the dance floor, bottles in hand, to either go hook up, crash, or sit on the sidelines and get maudlin.

James had a good, solid buzz going. Every now and then he wished he had another cigar or wondered if he should have forced everyone to tackle another hive, but then he thought of how good this was for morale, how these people weren’t machines, and hell, how they’d be facing millions of demons tomorrow, and that urge would die.

“You can’t level all the time,” he said to Yadriel who sat a little off to his left along the edge of the stage, hoody pulled over his frizzy hair, face pulled into a long pout.

“What?” Yadriel glanced his way. “What you say?”

“You look pissed.” James realized he was drunker than he’d thought. “Bummed about your power?”

Yadriel clucked his tongue in disdain and looked away.

“No, I get it. I do.” James shuffled along the stage’s edge to sit closer. “Demon apocalypse. Shit’s going down. Serenity and Becca on those big guns, going bang bang bang. And you’re stuck with… Dark Energy Siphon. What a bitch. Near drove you crazy last time.”

Yadriel scowled and kept his gaze averted.

“You know what we gotta do?” asked James.

“No,” said Yadriel pointedly. “What?”

“We gotta get you to practice. Safe place. Where you can flex a little without worrying about going crazy. See what your power does. Can do. And hey.”

Yadriel looked sidelong at him, eyebrow raised.

“Why you think your aura disappeared like that when you used your power?”

“I don’t know.” Yadriel scowled and looked away again. “Been thinking about it though. I put a lotta energy into raising my aura game, and for it to just disappear like that? Pathetic.”

James shrugged with what he thought was world-weary wisdom. “Shit happens.”

“But I think… fuck. What do I know.”

“What?”

“It felt like… that demon energy, it was like oil and water, you know? Mixed me up, made it so I couldn’t project my aura out like normal. But it was still there. Just… inside of me.”

“The demon energy?”

“Nah man, my aura. Like it was under my skin. I think that’s why I got all fucked up. The aura and the demon energy were like swirling inside me. Made me feel like I was fucked up on some bad dope. Like crazy and invincible.”

James considered, staring blankly at the floor. “Maybe… maybe it’s a practice thing. You gotta learn to control the elements. Like… yin yang, but inside of you.”

“Yeah, maybe.”

James blinked owlishly, considering Yadriel, then placed his hand heavily on the kid’s bony shoulder. “Don’t lose heart. You’re a good kid. I’m happy you’re on my team.”

“Yeah right,” muttered Yadriel.

“For real.” He shook the kid’s shoulder. “Good kid.”

“Fuck man, you don’t know me. I ain’t no good kid.” Yadriel stood up.

“No? Then set me straight. What are you?”

Yadriel glowered down at him. “I’m bad news. Always have been. I’m a killer, yo. You don’t know me.” And he strode away.

“Shit,” said James, and blinked again. “Son, we’re all killers now.” But Yadriel was gone.

“Hey, James.” Jessica came over, turned, and hopped up to sit on the edge of the stage. “You drunk?”

“Some. A little here, a little there.”

“You’re drunk. Burn Aeviternum. I’ve got news.”

“Hmm.” James sighed, summoned his statistics and burned a point. The fuzzy warmth immediately replaced, washed away by an energizing flood of righteous sharpness. He inhaled deeply and sat up straight. “God damn. That stuff does the job.”

“It does. Listen, I just leveled.”

James’s eyes widened. “Fabricator 2?”

Only now did he realize how quietly excited Jessica looked. She’d done her hair up again in another careless French twist, but her whole frame was tense. “My class is simply Fabricator, but my rank’s gone up to Apprentice 2, but now I’ve unlocked the ability to specialize. Options are Structuralist, War Smith, Battle Engineer, and Domestic.”

James’s appreciation for being alert and stone cold sober only grew. “Wait, that was a lot. War Smith? Battle Engineer? What the fuck is all that?”

Jessica grinned. “I can preview each, which again is unlike your Benedictions. In short, Structuralists can develop buildings, walls, you know, structures. War Smiths seem to focus on weapons, munitions, and armor, while Battle Engineers build… this is the weirdest one. Heavenly robots? Divine death machines? The concept’s hard to put into words. It also seems to be the hardest to qualify, so perhaps my access to it is a rarity.”

“You’re getting this on a conceptual level?”

“Right. An intuitive sense.”

“I get you. Like how it felt as if I’d always known what Sacred Strike did when I selected it. Just that you’re getting that sense upfront. Mighty generous of our benefactors.”

“For once, yes. Though Domestic seems important; it covers clothing, food, water, as well as almost any simple item I can think of. Shovels, ladders, whatever.”

“Sure, useful, but ladders aren’t going to stop the Nemesis 3s. So what are you thinking?”

Jessica frowned, took a lock of her blonde hair, and passed it back and forth over her lips. “My sense of Battle Engineer is that it has the least benefit upfront but is a game changer in the long run. That and my access to it makes me feel like I should take it for that alone.”

“Divine death machines. What’s that mean? Tanks? Guns?”

“No, not really. Some of that, but it’s more…” she trailed off, trying to find the right words. “Almost like I’d be summoning, or… evoking… a divine energy into machines that I’d call into being. War machines. Robots, or… things I can’t quite picture, but which convey a sense of destruction, of…” She shook her head slowly. “Righteous fury? I see burning yellow eyes, like flecks carved out from the sun.”

“We sure could use some of those on our side. You said War Smith can create munitions? Like ammo?”

Jessica blinked and came back to the present moment. “Sure. My sense of it is that it starts off really basic, primitive, even, and then grows more complex and powerful as the War Smith levels up.”

“Now that is some damn good news.” James had to resist the urge to call Colonel Hackworth right there and then. “What about this Structuralist? Walls? Buildings? We got plenty of those already.”

Jessica shrugged, clearly dissatisfied with her understanding. “From what I intuit, these aren’t regular walls. Maybe they’re enhanced in some way? And the buildings… I don’t know, I get the sense there’s destructive power there, but not why.”

“Huh.” James rubbed at his jaw. “That’s… yeah. With half the population acting as Fabricators, this could be…”

“Huge,” said Jessica.

“Hell yeah. Ammo, guns, weapons, armor, fucking death machines… and hell, even water is a godsend. This changes… everything.”

“Depending on how hard it is to level.” But despite her disclaimer Jessica’s eyes were shining. “Though I’m not sure if you heard: there’s word of Nemeses attacking Fabricators. Our entering into the game has made us vulnerable to attacks for the first time.”

“Yeah, heard that.” James considered. “Was good while it lasted. You looked into getting a gun already? Or Fabricate one?”

“Shall I make my choice?” Jessica sounded strange, and then James realized why: she was normally so self-assured that this hesitancy was new. “Or should I run it past Hackworth?”

“You’re your own person, Jessica. With this kind of shit, you need to follow your instincts. Do what you think is right.”

“Then I’ll go Battle Engineer.” She sat up straighter. “I’m making the selection now.”

For a moment nothing happened, and then her eyes flashed gold, as if for a moment the sun shone through them from the depths of her skull, and then they turned blue once more.

“And?” prompted James.

She held up her hand. Her gaze moved from side to side, and then she frowned. “Huh.”

“Don’t ‘huh’ me. What’s up?”

“This is more complex than I’d anticipated. Give me a moment.”

James sat their drumming his heels on the stage’s edge and resisted the urge to take a swig of Bulleit just for the hell of it. Jessica studied something only she could see, lips pursed, until at last she nodded and blinked.

“All right. So what I can do right now as an Apprentice 2 is craft a variety of different… vehicles? Though they’re like nothing I’ve heard before. No combustion engine, no electricity, no steam power. Instead they run off divine energy, which means I have to imbue each creation with Aeviternum upon crafting it. The more points I sink—or harness—the better the vehicle.”

“Sure,” said James. “You spend Aeviternum to make it work.”

“Yes. Further, it looks like they all require the same essential components but depending on the design I’ll need more complex and higher quality versions. The language is quasi-Christian, which I guess reflects my pseudo-religious outlook.”

“You, ah…” James didn’t know how to put it.

“Do I believe in God? I’m not sure. I’m an agnostic.” Jessica said this with clinical assurance. “But I was raised Protestant, so. Regardless. To build the simplest vehicle, known as an ‘Angel Wing,’ I need a Proprioception Helm, a Virtuous Heart, a Throne of Reason, and an Adiaphoron Network.”

James stared at her. “What the fuck does that all mean.”

Jessica smiled nervously. “It’s a bit overwhelming. The Helm functions as…” She frowned. “A sensor array? A means of perceiving the world and… itself? The Heart is the power source, that one seems clear. The Throne of Reason is the means by which the user can interface, or control the machine, while the Adiaphoron Network… wow, this is beyond me. A stabilizer? A means of achieving internal consistency? I think I’m going to learn by building this.”

James felt at sea but struggled to remain focused and not fluster her further. “Create what, exactly?”

“An Angel Wing, I told you. It’s like… a scooter?”

James stared at her and then laughed. “All this for a fucking scooter?”

She stared at him. “A flying scooter.”

“Oh.” He paused, considered, stared at her. “Oh.”

“Yeah. But to make each piece, the Helm, for example, I need to collect components. Some seem pretty normal. Steel, for example, or Aeviternum. But then it lists things such as ‘sanguis petra,’ or ‘adamantino divinum.’ No idea what those are.”

“Sounds like Latin. You speak any?”

Jessica shook her head. “I took Mandarin and Russian in college.”

“Of course you did. Yo, Richard! Richard!”

Richard was grooving on one of the terminals, bopping his head, typing rapidly, and drinking from a tall glass of what was probably Redbull and vodka. He looked over and pointed at himself. “You mean Star Boy?” he called back.

“No, I mean, whatever, you. Get over here.”

Richard rose to his feet, typing right until he tore himself away, then came over with a goofy grin. “What’s up, boss-captain? Captain-boss? Captain captain captain?”

“Sober up,” said James patiently. “You got your Aeviternum left?”

“Sober up?” Richard looked stricken. “Fine. One sec.” His eyes widened, his face became subtly more expressive, his gaze sharper. “What’s going on?”

“Go ahead,” said James.

Jessica caught Richard up with admirable succinctness.

“Oh shit,” said Star Boy, covering his mouth with one hand. “That’s wild. OK, so… right.” He licked his lower lip and just thought for a moment. “All right, so this is classic. Magical components. We’re going to need to find this ‘sanguis petra’—blood rock, right? And divine adamantium. That’s like the greatest, most unbreakable metal. My guess it that shit’s manifesting within the hives, because that’s where the supernatural energies are at. But… wow.”

He passed his hand over his stubbled scalp and again stared out at nothing. Blinked, came back. “This is huge. No, you don’t understand. This is huge. Four billion people can now do this stuff. With the right components and enough Aeviternum. Construction, food, water, weapons and armor, fucking flying scooters. But the timing can’t be an accident, right?”

James made a face. “Why not?”

“This is all timed. The waves, the new demons. Which means the powers-that-be wanted us to start manifesting these powers just around the Fourth Wave, maybe after, but Jess is so fucking precocious she probably spoiled their plans. I know I haven’t leveled up. And looking around the room?”

They all scanned the sparse crowd.

“Nope, not seeing any other Fabricator normies flipping out. But anyways. This means they wanted us to start developing shit after the Nemesis 2 waves, but with time to spare before the Nemesis 3. So maybe we need all this stuff to be up and running before the Nemesis 3s show up? Maybe they can fly?”

“Now that’s cheering,” said James.

“You’re right,” said Jessica, growing animated once more. “We’ll need to explore what these weapons and armor can do, what these walls and defensive structures involve, all of it, so that we can be ready to react the second Nemesis 3 shows up. Which means… oh damn. Like a new New Deal.”

“New new deal,” said James blankly.

“Roosevelt? Great Depression?” prompted Jessica, eyebrow raised. “Never mind. It was a series of nation-wide programs meant to stabilize the economy and provide jobs to the millions of unemployed by getting them to build infrastructure, highways, everything. We’re going to need to coordinate all this, or people will just do random shit.”

“Or not do anything at all,” said Richard. “Resource collection is key, right? As well as using Aeviternum? How many points does an Angel Wing need to get going?”

“Base of twenty,” said Jessica, “but that’s for a really crude model. I think you can scale it up as much as you want.”

“Or until you develop the ability to create a better version, negating the Angel Wing altogether.”

“Sure,” allowed Jessica.

“We should document all this.” Richard patted his pockets, the raised a hand. “Don’t move. I’m going to get my laptop. We need to start charting everything out so we get an accurate idea of what’s involved. How much of what for each component, how much for the general assembly itself, and so on. Is Angel Wing all you got for now?”

“All?” asked James. “It’s a fucking flying scooter.”

“No,” said Jessica primly. “The first item is a Battle Engineer mechanicus. It’s…” She waggled her head from side to side. “A wand? A crafting tool? I think it allows me to channel the Aeviternum and make things happen.”

“First thing we need to make, then.” Richard grinned. “This is so fucking awesome. What else?”

“A Sola Anima.” Jessica peered at her own hidden data. “It’s… well, much more expensive to build than an Angel Wing, but it’s not a vehicle. It’s a small machine, or divine construct. I get a sense of flight, of it being a guardian, of…” She frowned. “This is so ridiculously imprecise.”

“That’s fine.” Richard held up both hands as if to prevent her from bolting. “Sola Anima. Awesome. We’ll get all the data down, figure it out. Stay here. I’ll be right back.”

And he darted away.

Jessica blew out her cheeks. “I’m sorry. Inefficiency frustrates me, and this method of conveying information is…”

“Ridiculously imprecise,” said James.

She smirked. “Yes. That.”

“Well hang in there. Richard was right. This is…” he trailed off, trying to encapsulate how much everything had just changed. “Beyond huge. If we can get a handle on all this stuff? I don’t even know where it’ll take us.”

“Into the sky, at any rate,” said Jessica. “You got a fear of heights?”

James grinned. “Nope. You build me an Angel Wing, and I’ll fly that fucker right into the sun.”

“Let’s not get all Icarus about this. But yes.” She squared her shoulders. “I’ll build you an Angel Wing. I’ll do everything I can to make sure we’re ready for the Nemesis 3.”

“I know you will.” James stretched, exhilarated and energized, enthused and excited. “Fucking hell. Shit really does seem to be going our way at last.”


Chapter 52:

Trauma

Having burned Aeviternum, James, Richard, and Jessica stayed up all night. Serenity came to check in on them at one point, but left in drunken disgust when she saw them crowded around a computer screen.

“That ain’t living,” she said over her shoulder as she left. “That’s putting your life on lay-away.”

But the data they mapped out was too exciting to ignore. Richard painstakingly examined Jessica’s new Battle Engineer information, creating tables for components, googling the more esoteric ones in turn and confirming that none of them had existed prior to the advent of the apocalypse.

“Oh shit,” said Richard, fingers over his lips as he stared at the screen. “Will you look at that? Adamantino divinum is Latin for ‘divine diamond.’ Huh. Never would have thought.”

James leaned back in his chair. It was gone past four a.m., and the ballroom was mostly empty. Hazy indie-rock was playing quietly over the speakers, and bottles and glasses spoke to the party that had burned for ours. “So,” he said, stretching. “Question.”

Richard didn’t take his eyes off the screen. “Shoot.”

“Who we working with now? The mayor’s… well, dead. The comptroller apparently sucks, and the governor’s trying to put in the deputy, right? So who do we take this information to?”

“Might have to go federal,” said Jessica pensively. “Or to the governor. But from what I hear his office is in melt-down mode, and it’s impossible to get traction with his people.”

“FEMA?” asked Richard. “Maybe? Or Homeland Security?”

“Much as I hate to say it, we should probably go to the CIA.” Jessica held up a hand. “I know, I know. But they collate all the intel and prepare the President’s briefing each morning. As a clearing house for every branch of intelligence, they need to know this. They’ll forward it to the right people.”

“We should tell Hackworth first,” said James. “Right?”

“Right, yes, we’re military now.” Jessica smiled bitterly. “I keep reverting to old habits. Or perhaps it’s just that I don’t want to go full US Army. I have to admit that I’m concerned they’ll take ever more authority as the governments fail. Do we want that?”

“Do we have a choice?” asked James. “Better the military be in charge than just bloody chaos.”

Richard was frowning at this computer. “The military is showing up in force tomorrow morning to help prepare for the Fourth Wave. We can brief him then, yeah?”

“Yes,” said Jessica, and sat up. “Which reminds me. I need to review all our personnel files to ensure nobody’s been flagged as problematic and that everybody’s leveling up appropriately. This Fabricator development completely derailed me.”

“Hey,” said James. “Jessica?”

She froze, eyebrows raised. “Yes?”

“You all right?”

“You keep asking me that. I’m fine. I’m just—yes.” She closed her eyes briefly and rubbed at her temples. “I’m fine.”

“Maybe you should get some actual sleep.”

She shook her head sharply. “I just burned Aeviternum a few hours ago. I’m good till dawn.”

“And then?”

“And then?” She smiled with false cheer. “And then I’ll enjoy the miracle that is caffeine. But no, actual sleep isn’t an option. We need to have everything ready for the Fourth Wave.”

James frowned, but she rose to her feet, gathered her tablet, and winked at them both. “Don’t worry, boys. I’m just a little frazzled. Getting things straightened out will do wonders. If you’ll excuse me?”

Neither of them spoke as she walked to a distant terminal at the far end of the ASOCC.

“Man,” said Richard. “You know? I used to have the wildest crush on her. Had these weird fantasies about how we’d strike a deal, and she’d agree to wear Bayonetta cosplay in exchange for continuing to work on her spreadsheets while we slept together. Like, the ultimate multi-tasking, you know?” He shook his head in admiration. “But then I wisened up. Being with her would be hell. She’s way too much sand for my little truck.”

James snorted. “I don’t need that imagery, thanks.”

“And then,” continued Richard, “I wonder why she works so damn hard, you know? Like what was the prime mover that got her this focused, this obsessed in the first place? Like is she OK, deep down? You can’t be that driven without trauma. That’s like, one of Newton’s laws.”

James pursed his lips. “I actually don’t know anything about her. She deflects any time I ask her anything.”

“She’s amazing at it. If we’d not been friends in college I’d probably know nothing about her. Well, not friends-friends, but she dated my best friend. Great guy called Matt. Swimmer, physicist/philosophy double major, handsome as fuck, I mean, kind of as overwhelmingly good at everything like Jess. But, well.”

“Hmm?”

“Matt died junior year.” Richard looked down at his hands. “Hit and run just off campus. Matt was so fucking tough he hung in there for months after they said he should have died. Was… yeah. Jessica was by his side the whole time. I think she practically willed him to recover. I convinced her to go home one night, get some rest, and that’s when Matt passed. Like he couldn’t go while she was there.”

“Damn,” said James softly. “Richard, I’m sorry.”

Richard flashed him a brilliant but artificial smile. “Nah, I mean, I was proper fucked up, watched all five seasons of Babylon 5 back to back and nearly got kicked out of school. But Jess…”

“Yeah?”

“She took a weekend off by herself. Didn’t tell anybody where she went. And when she came back, she was like, spookily normal. Aced all her classes, exercised, ate well, the works. She pushed her friends away, though, at least, the one’s who tried to get her to open up. It was like she revved herself up to eleven, and she’s never eased up since.”

James looked over at where Jessica was focusing on her work. “She just block it up?”

“Like, kinda? She’ll talk about Matt if I bring him up, but in this polite, patient kind of way, as if she’s just humoring me and ready to immediately change the topic. But it’s not as if she’s pretending he died. She just… I don’t know. I never figured it out. We lost touch there for a while. Matt had been our connection, and when he died, we stopped talking, and then we went different ways. Wasn’t till a year ago that we reconnected. Google threw a fancy party, invited local government to come get drunk, and I saw her tailing some deputy commissioner, ready to provide information, take notes, whatever. She didn’t recognize me at first. I used to have more hair.” He grinned and passed his hand over his scalp. “But then it was pretty cool. I’ve become much more charismatic over the past few years. I don’t get hung up on what people think of me so much. So we got drinks, and, well, for a hot minute there I thought, maybe she was into me?”

James raised an eyebrow and Richard laughed. “Right? Ridiculous. But even though I couldn’t figure it out, she kept returning my calls, agreeing to meet up every month or so. She was too busy otherwise. We’d grab drinks, go to the arcade, do goofy stuff. But always, like, I felt as if she was soap bubble. You touch it, try to catch it, and it’ll just disappear on you. I dunno. She’s amazing. And she’d absolutely kill in Bayonetta cosplay. But she’s an enigma. Still. Has been, every since Matt.”

Again James studied Jessica. He appreciated the information even as he felt mildly guilty learning about her past.

You can’t be that driven without trauma.

Who was she? James felt pretty sure he’d only seen the surface. The tip of the iceberg. She was too functional to be just totally frozen over the death of her boyfriend from years ago.

No, she’d found a new way to be. Part of that involved hyper-efficiency, but that had to balanced out by something else.

“Anyways,” said Richard, making a face. “I’ve got a new protocol to share for tomorrow. It builds off what we discussed last time. The goal is to get at least one member of each team to hit the new mysterious Level 1, and then transition to getting the back-up teams to level as much as possible. I’m calling it Operation Love Panda.”

“You’re not,” said James flatly.

Richard grinned. “I am! I want to see if the military will actually use it. I mean, they might, right?”

James just shook his head. “So the point team kills Nemesis 2s till their leader advances, then falls back? Why not level the whole team to the new level?”

“I mean, the plan is inherently subjective, but I’m trying to balance general utility with some focused specialization. Best of both worlds. We’ve got over thirty Crimson teams. That means we’ll get at least that many new Level 1s, enough to extrapolate a ton of data from, right? As well as getting everyone else pretty close, probably Supplicant 8 or 9. But, and this is key, we don’t leave the rest of the world behind. If we have three military squads of nine with each team, that means another twenty-seven soldiers ramp up to the low to mid-Supplicant level. Twenty-seven multiplied by thirty-four is… almost another thousand ranking fighters. We can’t let people fall too far behind. Seeing as we’ve no idea what the Nemesis 3s are gonna be like, we need some elites, we need some high-tier, and then a whole mess of mid-tier fighters. That’ll give us tactical options when the Nem3s hit.”

“Nem3s,” said James.

“Yeah, Nemesis 3s is too much of a mouthful. Nem3s, rhymes with enemies, good resonance. Anyways, we’re trying to interface with Joint Special Operations Command as they’re insisting on getting us to level up their existing spec-ops guys, which is cool and all, but they need to get here already if we’re going to use them.”

James patted Richard on the shoulder. “I’ll let you figure it out. I’m going to go do a walk-around, make sure everything’s as it should be. Sometimes…” He trailed off. How to explain to Richard how sometimes people fell apart when they finally felt safe, or how it was the middle of the night when traumas would rear their heads. “Anyways. I’ll be around.”

“Sure thing, Captain captain captain.”

James did a slow loop of the ballroom, and smiled at his instinct to pick up nearly empty bottles and drain them. A few people had fallen asleep slumped over in their chairs or lying alongside the walls, and James roused them and got them oriented, sending them off to find rooms and patiently working at getting one particularly drunk dude to spend Aeviternum. When he finally did, the guy, a member of Ebon Mothman, apologized profusely and hurried away.

James rose, left the ballroom, and walked the hotel’s hallways. Light, pleasant music played from hidden speakers. The building was quiet. The air was chill, and everything gleamed as if freshly wiped or polished.

It felt like a dream. It was otherworldly to wander into the huge lobby and find it deserted. Outside the glass doors no cars drove down the avenue. It was as if the entire city had fallen asleep.

He found more drunk people here and there, even a couple that had passed out together while fucking. Patiently, gently, he got them all going, and one lady who couldn’t be made to spend Aeviternum he carried to lobby couch.

It was almost five a.m. when the first military guys showed up. Hummers lined up outside along with jeeps, and just like that the dream-like stillness was shattered. Efficient, loud-voiced soldiers filed in, officers and aids, some carrying portable communication units, others laptops, and quickly they began setting up shop right there in the lobby.

They recognized James, and he was introduced to a number of quietly dangerous men. They were to a man relatively wiry, lean, and possessed of alarming self-possession and steely-eyed confidence. All, he quickly gathered, had once been special forces themselves, but now had risen to overseeing operations.

Mostly it just washed over him, and he excused himself when Jessica emerged and retreated to his bedroom from the night before.

He showered, more to give himself something to do, then stood before the window and watched the sunrise. The city was still, and most of the buildings were dark. A blackout? Or had people abandoned their apartments? Far off to the east, perhaps in Williamsburg, a fire was burning. A thick plume of coal black smoke rose to tower in the air.

Would the fire department respond? Was there even a fire department? Out of curiosity, James picked up his phone and dialed 9-1-1.

It rang, and rang, and rang, and then an automated recording informed him he was being placed in a call queue and would be helped as soon as possible.

James hung up and tossed the phone onto the bed. Looked back out the window. Did he even know what world he lived in any more? How many of his assumptions had quietly become false over the past few days? 9-1-1 was backed up. The mayor was dead. Local government was frozen. Roads were mostly impassable. The Marriott was manned by a skeleton staff now, if that, and full of the military.

Would fires just rage till they burned themselves out? Nobody was picking up the trash—the streets were becoming choked with growing mounds of black plastic bags, but not nearly as many as he’d have expected.

Were people not even bothering to put out the trash any more?

How many of those dark buildings spread out before him were full of people living days of quiet desperation? How many had corpses in them? Where were the dead bodies going? Who was taking care of the comatose black gem victims?

Never before had society, civilization, all of it, seemed so delicate. A tenuous deal thoughtlessly agreed upon but which was now falling apart. All it took was people deciding to not work, not show up, not help, and the world would descend into chaos. Were it not for the Manna bread, they’d probably be facing a true catastrophe of biblical proportions.

The thought wearied James beyond measure. He leaned his brow against the cool glass. Project Blue Light was just under a thousand individuals. The squads backing them up were another thousand.

And yet out there were untold millions. Many of them dying, panicked, alone, terrified.

With only more death and destruction on the way.

Was it futile? Was he deluding himself, thinking what he was doing mattered? The world was so vast, so complex. He was just a failed EMT. What could he do?

James closed his eyes and thought of Laney and the girls. Felt that old twist of pain in his heart, but their expressions in his mind’s eye were trusting.

They’d trusted him once to take care of them, and he’d not been there when it counted.

Now others were trusting him. Counting on him.

James grimaced.

He’d not let them down.

Even if it felt futile, even if he felt hopelessly overwhelmed.

He’d just keep on trying till he had nothing left to give.

So thinking, he crossed the room, walked out the door, and headed back downstairs.


Chapter 53:

Manhattan

One thing became readily apparent right away: the military, once it got going, once the right people locked in on what needed to be done, was awe-inspiringly ready to move heaven and earth to achieve their goals.

Jessica did her level best to keep up with the lieutenant colonels, majors, and captains who set up shop in the hotel, a dizzying array of different military branches and special forces, but soon she, too, was sidelined as efficient men and women got to work implementing the new plans.

James grabbed a coffee more for the taste than anything else and eventually just sat on the sidelines with Serenity, watching as the military’s best got to work changing and streamlining their shit. The Blue Light ASOCC was augmented and taken over by a dozen technicians, each connecting to other command centers and relaying orders and updates to hard faced men who stood frowning, assimilating, and updating their own forces.

From what James could gather the changes were subtle but echoed throughout the entire command structure. The basic squad was being locked in at nine members led by a sergeant with two corporals beneath him in charge of three-man detachments. The triad structure the DRC had implemented being adopted so that three squads made a platoon composed of two rifle squads and a weapons squad armed with machine guns and anti-tank weapons.

Groups of three platoons were led by a lieutenant with a second lieutenant aide, and three of those groups composed a company led by a captain. Groups of three companies were led by a major, which made James’s own rank suddenly make less sense.

The special forces guys did their own internal arranging but were small and nimble enough that it didn’t warrant much discussion.

A Navy Seals officer approached James. The man was compact, square jawed, his brow beetling over slate blue eyes. He had the air of eagles about him, a restrained ferocity that made it impossible to imagine him doing anything but commanding men in the heat of battle.

“Major Kelly? Master Chief Berry.”

The man’s presence made it impossible to remain seated on the edge of the stage, so James slid off and straightened. Was a Master Chief Petty Officer ranked higher than a captain? James had no clue. Should he salute?

Berry didn’t give him a chance.

“I wanted to introduce myself. I’m in charge of the Navy Seals presence here on the ground. Congratulations on your accomplishments. It’s my understanding that you’re responsible for most of the discoveries we’ve made about synergies and the demon hives.”

It didn’t sound like a question, so James just nodded.

“Do you know if these synergies extend beyond the squad level? Can kill benefits flow from squad to squad if arranged correctly, or up to command officers?”

James blinked, glanced at Serenity who just shrugged, then shook his head. “That’s an excellent question, ah, sir. I’ve no idea.”

“Guess we’ll find out,” said Serenity, significantly less impressed with Berry’s presence.

“Fair enough.” The man studied James, clearly assessing him, and then gave a curt nod. “Appreciate your time.”

“What was that about?” asked Serenity as Berry walked away.

“I don’t know.” James sipped his coffee. “But I’m glad that dude’s on our side.”

Blue Light operatives showed up, wary and intimidated to varying degrees by the large military presence in the lobby and ASOCC corner. Once they reached a critical mass, around seven a.m., James took to the stage.

“Fourth Wave today, boys and girls.” He grinned grimly at the sea of faces. “We’re going to repeat what we did before, and today we should see some real fireworks. The military’s got our backs—which makes sense, seeing as how we’re military ourselves now—and we’re setting up to be ready for the millions of Nemesis 2s that will be coming our way. We’re having ammo flown in, they’re fortifying the approaches to the hives, and bringing in several thousand more troops to cycle through and level up.”

People listened, sober and focused. James outlined Richard’s plan, how each team would level at least one individual to the next mysterious rank and then cycle in the other squads.

“We’re not sure exactly how many demons will be coming at each symbol, but it could range from fifty to a hundred thousand. Divided by eight approaches, and we’ll be facing anywhere from eight to ten thousand demons each. That’s a lot of killing, but we’ve seen how the Ma Deuces can chew through them. Today’s the day we really level up. Today’s the day we show the Monitors they can’t steamroll us. That they can throw literal hell at us and we’ll meet it with an endless storm of fifty cals.”

Olaf over with Crimson Hydra raised his hand. “How much ammo does the army have? This is a lot of demons.”

The whole crowd looked over to the ASOCC where the officers stood in a disparate group. A lieutenant colonel smiled. “The US Army alone has over ten billion rounds stockpiled, with a shelf-life of up to thirty years. We’ll be able to hold our own for a while yet.”

“Outstanding,” said James, hearing Hackworth in his ear. “So listen, today’s all about getting in place and getting ready. The Fourth Wave is hitting just past midday. We want everyone in place by ten. That means we have two and a half hours to get set up. We’re heading out in fifteen. Grab your gear, grab water, and move out with your teams. Clear?”

A thousand heads nodded yes.

“Then let’s go get some.”

James hopped off the stage, turned off the mike, and tossed it onto the stage. Reached down to heft his fire-axe and headed over to Crimson Hydra.

A definite sense of team was starting to form amongst them. Becca and Bjørn stood beside each other, and while neither gave any overt sign of affection for each other, something intangible about the energy between them made James sure they’d gotten it on.

Olaf and Joanna were standing beside each other too, though there was still something more playful and innocent about that pairing; Joanna was laughing at something the viking had just said under his breath, pretending to be scandalized even as Olaf grinned wolfishly at her.

Denzel, Yadriel, and Jason filled out the rest of the ranks, Jason and Denzel chatting as Yadriel stood off to one side.

James smiled as he walked up. “All right guys, we ready to roll?”

Becca raised her Bushmaster and propped it over one shoulder. “Nothing I love more than rhetorical questions.”

“Ready, sir,” said Jason.

“Ready sir,” imitated Yadriel with subtle scorn.

Jason rounded on the hooded kid. “You got a problem, son?”

“No problem.” Yadriel met his gaze openly. “Just admiring your… what’s the polite word for it…”

Serenity rolled her eyes. “Can we leave the high school bitchiness behind? We’re literally heading out to kill demons. Head in the game?”

“Yes ma’am,” said Jason, turning back.

Yadriel muttered then fell quiet.

“Today’s going to be intense,” said James. “We need to be there for each other. Not just for leveling purposes, but other than Becca and Jason, ain’t none of us professional soldiers. We’re not built for mass slaughter. When shit gets intense, we need to know we’re there for each other.”

“I’m ready for mass slaughter,” muttered Yadriel.

Serenity rolled her eyes even more dramatically. “Jesus Christ, Yadriel. Can we drop the crazy school shooter act already?”

“C’mon.” James rode over the friction smoothly. “We’re Crimson Hydra. We there for each other?”

“Yes,” said Olaf stoutly. “I will stand beside all of you in battle with pride.”

If anybody else had said that James would’ve thought they were fucking with him, but Olaf’s blue eyes shone with sincerity.

“Same,” said Joanna. “Few things make sense right now, but this, people coming together, this is what we do best. I’m there for all of you.”

Jason gave a sharp nod. “Hooah.”

Bjørn smiled and inclined his head. “Absolutely. Crimson Hydra all the way.”

“You know it,” said Becca, her smile predatory. “Now can we go kill some Nem2s?”

“You guys are all so sweet,” said Serenity. “I’d hate to see you die. I got your backs.”

“Let’s do it,” said James.

James couldn’t tell if he was imagining it, but the streets of Brooklyn seemed to thrum with new energy. Helicopters roared overhead; army trucks rolled down avenues that’d been cleared of the abandoned cars. People leaned out of windows, having been notified to stay home, and occasionally cheered them on.

“I could get used to this,” said Serenity. “Pity we can’t stay here and enjoy it.”

“Yeah.” They were riding in the back of a truck, all nine seated and facing each other, rumbling toward Manhattan.

Manhattan. That urban jungle, a forest of skyscrapers gleaming and glittering under the wintry sun. Six demonic symbols gleamed in the air above the city, these floating even higher than their peers, thousands of feet up but hanging just above the tallest scrapers.

His world had shrunk to just Brooklyn, James realized, even as he’d known on some theoretical level that shit was going down in the other boroughs. But the other three—Staten, Queens, the Bronx—had been roughly similar to the Brooklyn situation. Symbols floating over intersections or three- or four-story buildings.

Manhattan was a different story.

Sure, two of the symbols along the Upper East Side hovered over intersections, but the rest, especially Midtown, were high above the towers, and the Nem2s had built their flesh fortresses within the top floors of those buildings, capturing the thousands of residents within. But nobody had climbed to the higher floors to see what the Nem2s were doing with the bodies, and the windows had been darkened by their magical darkness.

“They should just blow the top off each building with Hellfire missiles,” said Jason dourly.

“Great idea,” said Becca. “Where do you think all that debris would go?”

“That and the Nem2s would just build their fortress on the next few levels down,” said Bjørn reasonably. “Unless we destroyed the entire building, and then they’d probably just build upon the rubble.”

“Then blow that up, too,” said Jason. “Just keep wasting them till they give up.”

“That’s one approach,” said Becca. “Perhaps not the best.”

“Better than trying to hold off the Nem2s from just four avenues of approach,” said Jason, sitting back.”

“That’s why they’re bringing me in,” said Serenity. “I’ve finally been recognized for the miracle and gift from god that I’ve always been.”

“Sure,” said Becca with a lazy smile. “Let’s call it that.”

“Don’t get mad,” said Serenity. “It’s not my fault you didn’t end up with Deadeye.”

Denzel leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “We sure this is gonna work? Everyone else is dividing their enemies by eight approaches. How we going to handle four?”

“A lot of ammo,” said Serenity. “As long as they keep feeding belts into my Ma Deuce, I’ll take care of them.”

“Yeah, sure,” said Denzel, “but yo, that’s like—what—twenty-thousand coming just for us?”

“Maybe more,” said Yadriel. “Remember, Manhattan’s got like, the greatest population density, right? They ain’t going to catch the bus to another borough.”

“That’s also why they’re doubling us up,” said James. “Twice as many guns for twice as many Nem2s. It’ll even out.”

His words hung in the air, and while nobody contradicted him, nobody looked all that confident, either.

The truck rumbled through Brooklyn, and finally crossed the ancient Brooklyn Bridge. James watched the slanting support wires slide past out the back of the truck, the wheels thrumming on the road beneath, the tenor of their sound subtly changing.

And then they were in Manhattan.

Practically a foreign country. He’d heard about how it used to be in the seventies, when the economy was crashing and the mayor had asked the president for help. When entire blocks were practically abandoned and set on fire for insurance money, when riding the subway was a dangerous adventure, when everything seemed apocalyptic and end-times.

Now—or up until a week ago—it had seemed completely different. Polished up, clean, with brand name stores popping up everywhere and replacing the holdouts from yesteryear. The old bars, the quirky shops, the secondhand bookstores, the family restaurants. The few times James had wandered in, he’d felt unwelcome, and hadn’t seen much to convince him to stay. It had felt like an endless series of Starbucks and Duane Reade and fusion cuisine restaurants and the like.

All the old personality being scrubbed away by the imperious and impersonal forces of corporate globalism.

But that was last week.

Sirens sounded in the distance. Honking. The truck slowed, stopped, accelerated a little, stopped.

Traffic.

Which felt so delightfully mundane.

Until the abrupt chatter of a machine gun somewhere killed any notion of normalcy.

They rode in silence, everyone staring out the back. The broad avenues were one way, and a corridor had been forced up the center of each between abandoned cars that had been brutally shoved to the sides, their doors crumpled, windows shattered. Traffic lights still changed colors, unheeded, and there was little other than military traffic on the road.

Along the sidewalks, however, James saw crowds of people hurrying along, navigating the wrecked cars, carrying bags, boxes, or suitcases.

Leaving? Moving in with friends?

He’d no idea.

Trash overflowed the corners. Here and there it looked like a car had been burned out, the wreck little more than blackened metal.

Looked like things were backsliding into the seventies.

Finally the truck stopped and they heard the great yank of the hand brake being pulled. As one they seemed to exhale and come back to life.

A soldier lowered the tailgate, and everybody spilled out into the intersection. The army had been hard at work laying down sandbags and metal siding with which to form improvised defensive positions, with two Ma Deuces looking down East 33rd Street and three others angled to look down Fifth Avenue.

James turned in a slow circle, taking in the city. The blocky ten or twelve story buildings looked small compared to the high rises, their faces uniform and elegant, their ground floors boasting bank branches, pizzerias, and a length of walkway under scaffolding as work was done above on the façade.

Fifth Avenue was five lanes wide, though with the abandoned cars it had been reduced to three. East 33rd was just the one with broad shoulders, but this had been rendered impassable by cars.

Slender, improbably green trees grew along both shoulders of 5th Avenue, and James got that unmistakable feeling of being deep in the heart of the city: each street and avenue seemed to recede forever toward the horizon, the high rises growing ever closer together, the farthest ones faded and misty blue like mountain ranges. The air was fresh, crisp, with a distinct tang of spilt oil and garbage.

Six squads were already in position, all of them inspecting Crimson Hydra with varying degrees of curiosity. The intersection was massive enough that the fifty men seemed a sparse crowd behind the sandbags and metal sidings.

James gave a two-finger salute, half-ironically, and the closest men saluted right back, which still surprised him.

“Will you look at that,” sighed Serenity.

James turned. She was staring behind and almost straight up, taking in the building they were going to defend.

The home of a demon hive.

James craned his neck to get a full view.

Rising taller than any other building, its sides striped with soft gray stone and blue windows, elegant, iconic, massive, was the Empire State Building.

And far above it, burning, ever burning, spun the demon symbol, calling the millions of Nem2 to war.


Chapter 54:

Fuck You, Jobu

They settled in.

Ebon Hydra joined them and would man the guns facing down East 33rd. Their leader was a stocky butch woman with a crew cut and a perennial cigarette in her mouth called Lou. James liked her plenty; she was coarse, direct, and had a laugh like a siren.

It felt strange to move to the fore and take point with so many capable men and women watching from behind. An Abrams tank was in place, its presence hugely reassuring and projecting a sense of immovable strength, but the mix of Ranger and special forces made him feel like an impostor; they’d trained for years for this exact moment only to step aside and allow civilians to take the trigger.

Had to be galling.

Still. James gazed up at the slender corridor of sky that ran down 5th Avenue. What were you gonna do? Nobody said the demon apocalypse was going to be fair.

“Kelly, this is Star Boy. All good with you?”

“Star Boy—Richard—all’s fine here. Any word of the Fourth Wave?”

“Nothing yet, but we’re due like a ten-month pregnant woman, if you know what I mean. Keep it frisky, out.”

“That guy needs to lay off the Redbull,” said Jason. “It’s not healthy to completely replace your blood with caffeine.”

James snorted and examined the setup again. It looked solid. Becca and Serenity were at the two flanking Ma Deuces, noise-canceling headphones around their necks, chatting with their reloaders. There was a massive pile of ammo cans beside each gun, easily ten thousand rounds each. Add in his own pile of ammo beside the third gun waiting for him, and they had enough fifty cals to drop an army.

Which was the entire plan.

Concertina wire was strewn back and forth across 5th Avenue going two whole blocks down, and remotely detonated mines had been placed at the intersection of 32nd and 5th. Sandbags around their location made him feel ever so slightly safer, but even the armored plates that protected their flanks were mostly just for show; the Nem2s could leap them with ease.

Looking off to the side, he saw where Ivory Hydra and Crimson Griffin was setup what looked a mile away west on 33rd and Broadway, the far other corner of their monster block. 34th and 5th was just a stone’s throw north, but the outpost on Broadway was frighteningly far.

Bjørn caught James’s expression. “What are the odds the Nems will just pour out of the windows along 33rd?”

“I dunno,” said James. “But if we shoot a fifty cal down that way we’ll tear up our people.”

“Hell,” said Jason. “Even an M4 has an effective range of five hundred and fifty yards. That outpost can’t be more than three hundred yards out.”

“So, just supposing,” said Bjørn. “What do we do if Nem2s start dropping from those windows and crossing?”

“Let them go,” said James softly. “We’re not here to kill every single one, just the majority. Most will be coming from farther down city. They’ll take to the streets for ease of movement. Doesn’t make any sense for them to enter random buildings to exit through windows. Not till the holdup on 5th drives those in the back to look for alternate routes.”

“Let’s hope you’re right,” said Bjørn.

“All units, this is Star Boy,” crackled everyone’s radio. “Fourth Wave has begun. Confirmed sighting in Staten. Get ready, and may the Force be with you. Out.”

James wiped his palms on the seat of his pants and hustled over to the Ma Deuce. Sat, slid his legs under the gun, and then smiled tightly to Private First Class Morris. “We locked and loaded?”

“You know it, sir.” Morris was pale but focused and looked so painfully young that James had trouble believing he was a Ranger. “And another ten thousand rounds to go when you burn through those.”

“Good to hear.” James inhaled deeply and took hold of the twin vertical handles. The butterfly trigger was in the center, and there was no safety.

God damn, it was a big gun. The barrel was as long as he was tall, and the thing had heft. It was balanced perfectly on its tripod, but someone had said it weighed 128 pounds with the tripod included, and James believed it.

“Best put your headphones on, sir,” said Morris, raising his own.

“Shit, yeah.” James pulled his up, and the whole world went snug and quiet. Voices faded to the faintest of murmurs, and he heard his own pulse, a solid pounding in his ears.

5th Avenue was silent. The sun was overhead but hidden behind dirty clouds; everything was flat and desaturated. The asphalt was rough under his ass, his boots wedged against the tripod legs. The grips were stout and solid, and he itched to press the trigger, to just feel what this gun could do.

Serenity’s Ma Deuce coughed before James even saw the first Nem2. It was three blocks down, having just come out of a side street.

It collapsed as if clotheslined by a supreme wrestler.

James licked his lips then forced himself to relax. With no training, he was the back-up, meant to help alleviate the press if things got too intense and the ladies needed time to reload.

Nothing for him to do right now but watch.

Then the show began.

The Nem2s began to appear. Just like in Brooklyn, they came in singles and triples for a minute, and then a crowd just swarmed out into the avenue.

Gunfire was dull and percussive from the other stations, and even with the headphones on each shot was loud once Serenity and Becca opened fire.

They followed the same pattern. Single shots while they could, then timed bursts. Nem2s fell apart before the burning bullets. Their sneering masks blew apart, their heads exploded like watermelons, their bodies splattered apart as if dynamite had detonated within them.

God damn it felt good to see them go.

But quickly, far more quickly than in Brooklyn, the sparse crowd turned into a flood.

Not only that but a bunch took to the building walls as soon as they realized they were being fired upon, dozens and then scores racing along the stone and glass like hideous praying mantises, their blade-arms flexing, their expressions leering.

Which made Serenity and Becca’s job harder: no longer could they just send burning lead flying down the avenue, confident that they’d kill whatever was coming at them along the level playing field; now they had to wheel their guns up and track foes, reach out and touch them as they flickered along the walls.

Chips and chunks of cement, old stone, and even marble flew into the air, the buildings’ façades rapidly becoming riddled with huge holes. The sound was tremendous, but it wasn’t enough: the main wave was pouring down the center of the avenue.

“Fuck you, Jobu,” he whispered. “I do it myself.”

His Ma Deuce erupted in gray light, and he opened fire.

The whole machine gun vibrated to shocking life. The belt of fifty cals fed itself into the breech, and the Ma Deuce spat them out with shocking speed, the whole of it shaking and sending vibrations up James’s arms. Even just moving the gun from side to side felt like coaxing a rhino to move.

Nem2s fell apart. It was glorious, it was terrifying, it was beyond anything James had ever felt. He could sense his Smite flying down with each bullet, subtly depleting his reserves, the sheer rate of fire unnerving as he wondered how long he could sustain such a rate of depletion.

The Ma Deuce ran dry.

Morris lunged in, fed the new belt into the gun, nodded to James, who racked it three times and then opened fire.

But even those ten or so seconds had cost them.

When a wave is about to crash on you, any delay in the rate of fire is too much.

Still. Three Smite-infused Ma Deuces could put out a world of hurt, and together they drove the demons back again, shattering them, blowing them apart, causing cars to slump as tires were blown out, windows exploding, building façades to crater.

Peripherally, James could sense, almost feel Ebon Hydra unloading ammo down 33rd Street. The same madness had to be happening on each street corner. An ocean sweeping in to wipe away their sandcastles.

The Nem2s were growing frantic in their desire to reach the Empire State Building. They ran along the walls, and more and more of them took to leaping from the back, blocks down, filling the air with their snapping arm-blades, only to plunge down again.

James took to rearing the Ma Deuce up, strafing through the air so as to blow up dozens in mid-flight, then wrestling it back down and sweeping it from side to side again to demolish the front ranks.

Thank fucking God the fifty cals punched through multiple demons at once.

But the wave wasn’t diminishing like the last time. Instead, even more Nem2s were flooding into the avenue, so that it looked like a parade from hell, the enemy coming up over the growing mounds of the dead with ease, heedless of their own lives, hurling themselves again and again into the bullets.

And the front edge, for all it kept withering, was growing closer.

They were just too fast, too many, and too fearless for them to kill them all.

More gunfire suddenly joined their own. James risked a quick look over his shoulder. The Rangers had moved up and opened fire, a couple with Smite, most just unloading their M4s into the horde.

It helped, but not enough.

“Shields!” shouted James, though his voice was swallowed in the roar. His hands were growing numb from clenching the handles, his arms tingling and sore already from sawing the gun from side to side.

Someone detonated the mines.

The entire intersection a block down turned into a firestorm. The percussive blast knocked windows out up and down the street, flames and smoke curling up five, six stories high, and hundreds of Nem2s were flung about like twig toys.

For a moment the pressure on the front lessened, but then it resumed, the thousands upon thousands of demons pouring forth.

A scudding, chopping sound filled the air, and a Black Hawk swooped around the corner of the Empire State to pass low overhead, a deadly shadow that opened fire down the length of 5th Avenue, the huge guns tearing a corridor of death down the street’s length. James heard thin, ragged cheers from a dozen throats, and felt it himself: We have fucking Black Hawks, assholes. What you got?

The answer was ever more Nem2s.

The front edge got close enough that they started leaping at their position, first one, then five, then dozens soaring into the air to come down upon where James was seated.

Shields shimmered into place before each one, knocking them back, slipping back and forth again and again, Joanna, Olaf, and Denzel working their magic to keep the enemy at bay.

“Fuck!” James roared as his gun ran dry.

Morris jerked forward and grabbed another belt, but even ten seconds would be too slow.

The Abrams joined the fight.

James felt the very ground shiver. Morris looked back, his eyes widened, and then he grabbed the gun’s handles and hauled it aside.

James scrambled to his feet, relief flooding him as the huge tank rolled down the center of their line, guns firing, tank barrel lining up, and then with a great thudding thok it fired a shell right down the center of the avenue.

The blast cratered two lanes, the shell aimed at the street a block down.

“Fuck yeah!” shouted Morris.

James hauled the ammo cans aside, Morris rushing back to help.

The Nem2s fell back, the tank’s armament blazing away, shells flying forth every fifteen seconds to blow huge chunks out of the enemy.

“Set up here,” shouted James, bringing the Ma Deuce back and around. “Let’s go!”

Morris grabbed his belt of ammo and started feeding it in.

The Nem2s started landing on the Abrams, their bladed forearms slashing at the armor. Which mostly deflected the cuts, but somehow each left an inch-deep groove where they cut, and they were concentrating on the tank barrel.

Rangers concentrated their fire on the Nem2s swarming the tank, the Smite-enhanced bullets doing the most damage.

Star Boy was saying something over the radio but James couldn’t make it out.

He racked the Ma Deuce thrice and got to work.

Nem2s were getting by alongside the building walls, a rippling black carpet that leaped at the last to fall upon their position. Shields did their best, but they could only block three at a time.

Serenity leaped to her feet, grabbed her Ma Deuce by the triangular handle that rose from the front of the breech, and started hip-firing it into the air, her Bless-enhanced strength and agility allowing her to wield it like Rambo.

A Killer Egg swooped down, descending as if from heaven itself, and opened fire with its miniguns once more.

But it was like shooting at a tsunami.

Morris leaped back.

James called Smite, opening fire.

At what point did he order them to fall back? Fall back to where? They’d discussed evacuation plans on choppers, but any chopper that dropped low enough now would be swarmed if the Ma Deuces fell silent.

The Abrams had come to a stop, its treads fucked by the demons, and with an echoing clunk the barrel was finally severed, the arm-blades carving through the steel.

Serenity’s gun ran dry.

Becca’s gun ran dry at the same time, the merc screaming with frustration.

James had been firing full auto, the belt disappearing into the breech, and his gun fell silent at the same time.

The wave of Nem2s crested and broke, and scores of leaping demons fell upon their position.

Serenity tossed the Ma Deuce aside, drew one of her Sig Sauers, and unloaded into the horde.

The gesture was noble, mad, beautiful.

The Smite-enhanced bullets took a demon square in the mask. Its head shattered, its body went limp, and it died.

It was enough.

Your rank is now Novitiate 1

As the global first to reach this rank,
your new Benediction will be empowered with Gloria:

Heaven’s Assault | Empowering Light | Fortuna Aeviternum

The choice of your third Benediction
will determine your class.

You have 5 unspent points.


Chapter 55:

Gloria

James barely read the text. With death about to fall upon them all, he instinctively chose Heaven’s Assault.

The text faded.

Awareness arose within him as to the Benediction’s nature: by expending a significant amount of his divine power reserve, as determined by his Arete, he could drop a blast of divine fire upon his enemies from above.

Time seemed to slow. Even with the noise-canceling headphones, the roar of countless guns was overwhelming. Nem2s were falling upon them all, arm-blades extended wide, some being torn apart by the guns as they descended, but too few were being killed, far too few.

Yadriel had stepped forward, palm extended, his lips drawn back in a snarl, to siphon black smoke from the wave falling upon them. The Shields were yelling, their hands also extended, shimmering walls of force striving to hold back the horde.

Heaven’s Assault.

It was already empowered by Gloria, whatever the fuck that was, but James couldn’t risk it being insufficient: he tapped an Aeviternum and poured that righteous might into the Benediction as well.

With a hoarse cry, James unleashed the first Heaven’s Assault ever deployed across the whole planet and felt the Aeviternum empower the blast instead of half of his well of divine power. The Aeviternum funneled through him like a river of white fire, and he unleashed his new Benediction.

A bolt of lightning fell from the overcast skies, as thick as an ancient oak tree, a writhing mass of resplendent silver shot through with scintillating gold that James understood instinctively was the Gloria. For a moment everything was reduced to shocking white and stark black shadows as thick as ink, and then a blast of power exploded out from the lightning blast, washing over the entire block, pouring over the tank, Crimson Hydra, the Rangers, the cars, the buildings.

Every Nem2 within the blast radius was instantly reduced to the finest ash.

The thunderous roar echoed off down the avenue, the light vanished, and James blinked, his whole body shaking from the expenditure of power.

Every Nem2 within a square block was gone. Even the one’s about to overwhelm Ebon Hydra, all gone but for fine smudges hanging in the air.

“Holy shitballs,” said Serenity, turning to stare at him. “Was that you?” Then she blinked and stared off into the distance.

“I need a new gun!” shouted Becca, voice harsh. “More incoming and mine’s too hot!”

Everybody was staring at James, though, who was feeling plenty stunned himself. Nobody was hurt. The Heavenly Assault hadn’t affected anything but the Nem2s.

But Becca was right. Even though James had just nuked—what—several hundred of them all at once? Even more were coming at them.

“All right,” said Serenity, her grin shaky. “Now this Benediction I can live with.” She holstered the Sig, reached down and lifted the Ma Deuce, and aimed it from the hip again.

“I need to load it!” said the Ranger who’d been helping her.

“No longer necessary, hon.” Serenity leaned back, cocked her hip, and opened fire.

The Ma Deuce erupted, white bolts of pure Smite hurtling through the air in an unending stream. They tore through the ranks of the Nem2s, hitting just as hard if not harder than the fifty cals, and she raised and wove the gun back and forth, spraying the walls with the ammo.

Which didn’t end.

James just stared, transfixed, until his radio squawked to life again. “Kelly! You there, man?” Star Boy sounded frantic. “33rd and Broadway is fucked!”

“On it,” said James, and ran back toward the Rangers.

But in the confusion of battle, he ran before their line of fire. Most put up their guns in exasperation, but a couple of rounds buzzed past his head and he felt something punch him in the arm.

“Jesus Christ!’ shouted their burly sergeant. “Look where the fuck you’re going!”

James stared at his arm. The bullet had punched clean through his bicep. The pain was dull and distant. He grimaced and burned Aeviternum. White fire sluiced over him, the pain disappeared, the bullet hole sealed over, and he immediately felt refreshed.

The Rangers gaped.

“I need transport!”

For a second the closest Rangers continued to just stare at him, then one blinked and pointed to where three matte black motorbikes stood. “Take a Zero!”

James ran over to the bikes. They had a dirt bike look to them—no exhaust pipes, the tires massively treaded. He threw a leg over, pushed the bike upright, and thumbed the red power switch.

The bike didn’t rumble or cough or anything. It thrummed, sure, but that was it. The thing was quiet.

James twisted the throttle and the bike burst forward. He leaned forward and eased up the acceleration. The bike shot down 33rd Street, silent as a whisper, the air plastering James’s beard against his chest, the old thrill of riding a bike coming roaring back. James squinted at the distant intersection. It felt like riding along the base of a slot canyon, weaving between the cars, the bike responding smoothly to his every command.

He was getting himself one of these.

Toward the end of the huge block, he felt his Blessings fade away.

Guess there was a range to them after all.

The position up ahead was overrun. Soldiers were firing their M4s frantically at the Nem2s that were all around them, screaming as they went down. Crimson Griffin and Ivory Hydra were meant to be holding this spot, but James couldn’t see them—just swarming demons.

“Fuck,” he hissed, and rode the Zero right into the maelstrom.

There was nothing for it. Even as the Nem2s turned toward him, reacting smoothly to his intrusion, he summoned another Heavenly Assault and sank a second Aeviternum into the blast.

Once again the skies were torn asunder by that insane blast of lighting, a twister of burning silver and gold which slammed down right outside the fortification and sent a spiritual shockwave tearing through the demons.

James slammed on the brake, turning at the last to bring the rear wheel sliding around as he came to a stop. Ash hung in the air for another square block, the area completely cleared, men and women blinking in shock as they quit shooting.

“What—what the fuck was that?” Colton Wright, the leader of Crimson Griffin, kipped up from the ground, his massive, curly fro undulating. James hadn’t had much of a chance to interact with the guy, but Colton was crazy distinctive, with his Three Musketeers mustache and goatee, slender athletic frame, and handsome, almost delicate features. “James? You just drop a bomb?”

“Something like that. You got this?”

Colton looked around. Members of his crew were being enveloped by the silver light of Aeviternum healing and climbing to their feet, but several lay still, the damage they’d taken so overwhelming and sudden that there was no coming back from it.

Colton’s expression turned hard. “Fuck, yeah, I guess we got no choice.”

Broadway angled in to intersect with 6th Avenue right where 33rd crossed, and the intersection was something of an outdoor space, with planters, a broad median, and lots of trees planted between the two avenues. Café tables and chairs had been tossed aside, and Crimson Griffin had been tasked with watching this broad and awkward expanse. Which meant Esmeralda and Ivory Hydra were watching where 33rd Street speared farther west toward 7th Avenue.

James gunned the Zero, navigated the sandbags and badly mauled Bradley, and reached the far side of the fortification. “Esme! Where you at?”

Esme was kneeling beside the body of a Blue Lighter. The man was dead, his head burst open, and Esme was hyperventilating, her hands gleaming crimson where she’d maybe tried to push his head together in a futile attempt to help.

James parked beside her, leaped off the bike, and saw more Nem2s coming their way along 33rd. “Guns up! Here they come, get those Ma Deuce’s going!”

He dropped to a knee beside Esme. Her long black hair, lustrous and dense, had mostly fallen free of its ponytail, and her oval face was pale, her eyes wide, her whole body shivering.

Shock, but she wasn’t hurt.

“Hey, Esme, it’s James.” He took both her hands in his own and closed his fingers about her gore-smeared palms. Pulled her gently away from the sight of the dead man. Had his name been Luca? James had a vague memory of Esme and him dancing together just the night before. “Hey. You with me?”

Esme blinked, her gaze glassy, and gave a jerky nod.

James inhaled and forced himself to grow still. To not rush. To just give her this one, single moment of undivided attention. Esme was Ivory Hydra’s leader because she’d manifested Circle of Protection. They needed that if this corner was to hold.

“Listen to me, Esme.” James’s voice deepened, and he felt his presence grow, his power. She locked her gaze with him. “We grieve later. But now we fight. Your team needs you. They need you, Esme. You going to be there for them?”

Gunfire was erupting again. A chopper roared overhead but didn’t open fire.

“Yes.” Her voice was shaky.

He squeezed her hands. “You have to protect them. Everything you’re feeling, put it away. For now, we need to fight. You with me?”

“I—yes.” She nodded, reached up to curl her black hair back, and left a shockingly vivid smear of red across her raised cheekbone. Hadn’t she been a model visiting from Hawaii or something? James had chatted with her just once. She was only eighteen, for Chrissakes, and now she needed to act like a fucking veteran.

“Good.” James stood and pulled her up. The leading edge of the Nem2s was almost upon them. “Let’s get that circle up.”

She shuddered, hunched her shoulders, and then with obvious, extreme effort, turned to face down 33rd. Chin tucked down, she raised a hand, and all about them a burning circle of mystical white light appeared, rising up and forming a complete barrier about Ivory Hydra’s position.

The leading Nem2s crashed into it a second later, and then were torn apart by Smite-enhanced gunfire.

James swung his leg back over the Zero and thumbed on his radio. “Star Boy, this is Kelly. 33rd and Broadway are secured. Heading back to my team, over.”

“What the fuck you do?” demanded Star Boy. “Check that, I don’t care. Go team!”

James thumbed the Zero back on, was momentarily confused by how silent it was all over again, and realized, Oh, it’s electric.

Eased forward, seeking a path back, and saw that Griffin’s position was terrible. The melding of Broadway and Sixth made for a double-wide avenue, a mess of obstacles that his team had to cover.

James scowled and checked in with himself. Pumping Aeviternum into the Heavenly Assaults had resulted in his divine power pool not being expended. He had two points left, alone with his slightly depleted power pool.

He was still in this fight.

One way back to his squad involved angling wide behind the Rangers. Safe, fast, easy.

The second meant swinging out wide through the Nem2s.

Which wouldn’t be the smartest.

But he’d never claimed to be a clever man, and fuck, he had his Iron Aura to defend him if necessary.

James leaned out to the right, the Zero cut out wide, and he twisted the throttle.

The military bike complied, and he shot into the demons.

“Fuck!” he screamed as he plowed into them, hand raised, and unleashed a Sacred Strike.

The blast of white fire blossomed before him, moving faster even than the Zero, and the Nem2s melted like candles tossed into the heart of a volcano. He swung his arm out to face down Broadway and unleashed a second Sacred Strike.

Another slew of Nem2s died.

Guns roared, someone was shouting, and shields appeared around him, shimmering and keeping pace, then three Blessings dropped on him, boosting his stats by +15 each.

If he survived this madness he was going to buy Crimson Griffin a chocolate cake.

He’d always been decent on a motorbike, but now with his Agility hopped up to 20 he felt like a Motocross champion. He twisted the handlebars, tapped the breaks, accelerated around a planter, and unleashed a third Sacred Strike.

Another six or seven Nem2s withered in his burning light, several ashed as they hurled themselves upon his aura, and looking back over his shoulder he saw that he’d blunted the overwhelming assault once more.

“Good luck!” he roared to Griffin as he angled the Zero back down 33rd, and saw the man raise his fist into the sky.

James opened up the throttle and tore back down the narrow street, enjoying the Agility 20 while it lasted and navigating the obstacles like a motherfucker, everything clear and simple and easy.

His home intersection was still standing. Even as he emerged from the street into the intersection a Killer Egg came buzzing down into view to strafe 33rd Street beyond 5th, alleviating the pressure on Ebon Hydra.

James slowed, the Ivory Hydra blessings fading, and came to a stop.

Serenity was still going to town, just raking her Ma Deuce back and forth, the sinews in her forearms standing out like pylons, endless burning bullets roaring forth from the six-foot gun to mow down the Nem2s over and over again.

James raised an eyebrow. The Rangers were watching, practically gaping, and even Becca’s scowl had faded to one of wide-eyed awe.

“She been doing this since I left?” James asked Joanna, who stood with her hands on her hips, her black singlet putting her impressive musculature on display.

“I don’t think there’s any stopping her,” said Joanna. “Maybe we should head over to Ebon Hydra?”

James looked across the intersection. Ebon was still going at it, both Ma Deuces roaring, but the pressure on them seemed to be lightening.

Bjørn walked over. “Hey, where’s Yadriel?”

“Fuck,” said James, scanning the crowd. “You serious?”

“The kid’s a liability. We don’t understand his power, and each time he uses it he goes haywire.” Bjørn scowled. “We should put out a warning about this Benediction. Feels like more of a curse than anything else.”

Jason drew closer, his eyes still trained on the fight raging down 5th Avenue. “I saw him take off. He drew in that black mist, and then he must have leveled because he turned into a demon and ran into the fight.”

James, Joanna, and Bjørn all turned to stare at him.

“He turned into a demon,” said James flatly.

The Abrams jerked, revolved in place, and its machine guns opened fire, their barrels burning with Smite.

“Yeah,” said Jason, frowning defensively. “What could I do? He ran down the avenue that way, turned on 34th. He was hard to track. Kept disappearing into shadows.”

“Well shit,” said James. “I dropped the ball there. But we need him for our synergy. And…” James recalled their conversation the night before. “There’s got to be a reason for this. We have to trust the system.”

“The system that started a demon apocalypse?” asked Joanna, sounding halfway amused. “Interesting choice.”

All around them the gunfire was starting to ease off.

“Woo!” shouted Serenity, raising the Ma Deuce’s barrel to a forty-five degree and easing off at last. “Now that’s a kick!”

“Hold on,” said Bjørn. “I just leveled. Novitiate 1. Terrify, Arete Boost, and Zeal. Huh.”

“Terrify?” Joanna looked him up and down. “We sure that’ll work on the demons and not us?”

“I’m going to hold off for now,” said Bjørn. “With the fight ending—it does look like it’s ending—I’m going to wait for others to make choices first and see what each Benediction does.”

Olaf strode up, his axe propped over his shoulder, its blade gleaming and clean. “I was going to complain about this only being a gunfight, but—watch.” And he extended his arm, spread his fingers, and a burning white circle of protection seared itself into existence, easily eight yards in diameter. “I like it!”

“Finally,” said Joanna. “I’d missed that thing.”

James thumbed his radio on. “Star Boy, this is Kelly. Looks like the assault on our position has come to a close.”

“Kelly, this is Star Boy. First, I love you. Second, I’m getting similar reports from all quarters. Not all of it is good news, though. Looks like we’ve lost some good people today. Four symbols were completely overrun. We’ve managed to extract folks, but it’s not looking good.”

Everybody around James tensed up and stared at him. “Star Boy, which teams did we lose?”

“Intel isn’t one hundred percent yet, but two of the symbols were army, and two were ours. Looks like we may have lost Manticore, Yeti, and Wraith, along with the support squads, with only Ivory Yeti having gotten out.”

James just stood there, allowing that to sink home. Eight teams. Seventy-two good people.

Gone.

“Fuck,” he whispered and raised his gaze to meet that of his shocked companions. “Fuck.”


Chapter 56:

That's All You Got?

Too much was happening all at once. James’s system was still hopped up on adrenaline and exhilaration, leaving him jumpy and looking for more Nem2s to come plummeting out of the sky at them. People were forming a circle around him, speaking all at once.

Beyond them, the army folks were evaluating their situation, treating casualties, radioing in to command, and getting their shit together.

“James? James!” Bjørn was getting in his face. “We need to take control of this situation, now. What are we doing about Yadriel?”

“You all right?” Serenity had set the Ma Deuce down to step up and place an arm on his shoulder.

“Fine.” He rubbed at his features. How the fuck had he come to be the one calling the shots? “We’re not going after Yadriel. He could be anywhere. He’ll have to come back to us, or not. Denzel, Serenity, we’re going to do a loop of the block, check in with the other teams. You know how to ride motorbikes?”

“Uh, yeah, sorta,” said Denzel.

Serenity hesitated. “Been a while. Nothing my new Agility can’t handle.”

“Bjørn, stay here and hold the fort. There could be some late coming Nem2s. Becca, stay in position. We’ll radio in as we go.”

Bjørn frowned then nodded. “Fine. Good luck.”

Where had he put his fire-axe? He’d been throwing Sacred Strikes without it back there, not even thinking about it. Did he even need the axe? Instinct told him yes. But he couldn’t waste time looking for it now.

He strode over to the Ranger captain, told him he was going for a loop on the Zero’s, and the man, a square shouldered, balding guy in his early thirties, looked James up and down. “That was really you that dropped that lightning bolt?”

“Yeah,” said James wearily, not quite believing it himself. “I think so.”

“Well god damn. Glad you’re on our side.”

They grabbed the bikes.

“You two doing all right?” asked James, looking over at them, though really he was asking Denzel.

“Yeah, just…” Denzel shook his head. “Things got really hairy there for a while. I felt so… useless. My shield wasn’t doing shit, and there wasn’t going to be anybody for me to heal until it was too late.”

“You level?” asked Serenity, trying to find a way to balance the Ma Deuce over one shoulder. Only her crazy stats allowed her to even try.

“Yeah.” Denzel’s smile was almost shy. “Just like everyone else, I guess. Got a couple of options. Mass Solace, Martyr’s Cry, and Indomitable Resilience. They all sound kinda good.”

“Huh.” James considered the young man. “Any of them call out to you?”

“Yeah, I mean, Martyr’s Cry sounds… I don’t know.” Denzel looked embarrassed. “But Bjørn was pretty smart, saying he wanted to wait and find out what they all were, so I thought…”

“Fuck Bjørn,” said Serenity. “The guy’s a cold fish. When my options came up I knew exactly what to pick. If you’re feeling Martyr’s Cry, you should take it.”

Denzel looked at James. “You think?”

“Yeah,” said James softly. “That’s how I operate, at any rate.”

Denzel frowned, considered, then gave a decisive nod. “Fine. I’ll do it. There.”

“And?” prompted Serenity immediately.

“Give the man a moment,” said James.

“Oh shit, that’s… rough?” Denzel grimaced. “But… awesome? I don’t know, it lets me take a killing blow in the place of another, you know, like the kind that we don’t have time to heal with Aeviternum? But I get hit with half the strength.”

“You’re my new best friend,” said Serenity. “I ever tell you how much I love those blue eyes of yours? So striking.”

“Yeah, heh.” Denzel chuckled nervously. “I’ve heard that before.”

“That’s rough,” said James. “You’re going to get fucked up.”

“Sure looks like it. I’d better start stocking up on Aeviternum.”

James up nodded at him. “How many you got?”

“Three. I started buying when I find out they got more expensive.”

“Smart.” James thought of Luca lying at Esme’s feet. “And real useful. You just saved lives, Denzel. Thank you.”

“Bah, it ain’t nothing. Just… I want to help more, you know?”

“I know,” said James soberly, looking down the avenue at where thousands of chitinous bodies lay wrecked in great drifts. “Trust me, I know.”

“Well, that was great,” said Serenity. “Let’s get moving.”

They turned on the silent bikes, then cruised over to Ebon Hydra, where Lou was smoking a cigarette and glaring down 33rd, her face dirty with demon ash. “You’re still alive,” she rasped at James as he pulled up. “Halle-fucking-lujah.”

James looked around her team. Demon bodies lay strewn around their position, with mounds of fifty cal casings gleaming in the weak afternoon sunlight. One of her team lay still, his hands folded over his broad chest, his fierce face finally at ease, his bristling mustache encrusted with the blood he’d coughed up as he died.

“Hernando didn’t make it,” Lou said with brutal simplicity. “He took out a bunch of the bastards before he went down, though.”

The rest of Ebon Hydra looked shell shocked; the Smiters were still in place at the Ma Deuce’s, while the others stood about in dismay.

“Well, I don’t have anything cheerful to say,” said James at last. The Ebon Hydra team looked back at him. “Other than the fact that we won. We held off the Fourth Wave and killed some sixty or who knows how many thousands of the fuckers here today. Good work.”

They nodded mutely, and a few stood a little straighter.

“You got this, Lou?”

Lou sighed, studied her cigarette, then flicked it away. “Yeah, this ain’t my first rodeo. I got this.”

“Good.”

James turned his bike back on and headed up 5th Avenue. The next fortified intersection was only a stone’s throw away, and they’d had as tough a time of it as the Broadway and 33rd crew. Their position had been overrun, but along with what turned out to be Delta special ops guys and heavy support from the Killer Eggs they’d driven back the Nem2s. Ivory Griffin had suffered heavy losses in particular, with four of their members being torn apart before they could burn Aeviternum, and James glanced at Denzel, realizing he was probably thinking the same thing: what if several people were mortally wounded at once?

People were heartened by the sight of him, but not by much; most of them were just regular folks with an edge who’d managed to seize the moment and rise in ranks while everyone else dithered. Few of them were ready for something like this, and it showed in their shocked expressions, shaking hands, and glassy stares.

That’s where the Rangers and Delta boys really came through. They moved amongst the Blue Lighters, offering cigarettes, cracking jokes, and helping them process the atrocity they’d just been through.

The Delta guys especially seemed at ease. None of them looked army; they had regular haircuts, some had beards, and many of them wore customized gear. All exuded the same sense of calm, determined ease, however. As if they’d been tempered in far worse fires than this and couldn’t be shocked any more by what the world—or hell had to throw at them.

James recalled running out before the Rangers and taking a bullet to the arm. Just watching the Delta guys made him feel like more of an impostor, an amateur. But he swallowed those feelings down and put on a grim smile, moved amongst the different teams, then led the other guys to the final intersection, 34th and Sixth Avenue.

This corner had done pretty well; they’d had two Abrams tanks, six Ma Deuces, and used lots of mines so that the three Blue Light teams had been well supported. Sixth Avenue north of their position looked post-apocalyptic; the lanes were cratered, the walls pounded to rubble, cars knocked onto their sides, and everything was buried in demon corpses.

If anything, the three crews there were euphoric; Carvajal, the leader of Crimson Dragon, was standing atop one of the Abrams giving an improvised speech which, as James pulled up on his silent bike, seemed to revolve around finding the Nem2s home plane and dropping nuclear bombs all over it.

“… because we are not the little pussies, we are not going to run home scared to our mammas, we are the defenders of New York City, we are the defenders of the whole fucking world, man! They want to come here and fuck us up, we’re going to show these gilipollas that if they come to our city, nos cagaremos en la puta leche de sus madres!”

Roars of approval met this last, and Carvajal thrust one of his ichor-stained machetes into the air.

“Even the Rangers are cheering,” said Serenity dryly. “I think this corner is doing OK.”

Carvajal saw James and pointed his machete at him, raising both eyebrows as if saying, “You, I see you.”

James gave him a thumb’s up, turned the bike and headed down Sixth Avenue to Crimson Griffin before he could get pulled in and expected to give a speech.

They drove slowly, the wide empty lanes eerie, and looking around James saw people watching them from loft windows, leaning out of the high rises, from rooftops. The millions who still called Manhattan home, even as their sidewalks overflowed with trash, as demons stalked the avenues, and the city turned into a warzone.

“What’s up?” called Serenity, riding up next to him. Their bikes were so quiet they could talk easily.

James wanted to tell her but now wasn’t the time. “Later.”

Colton was sitting on some sandbags, his arm hastily bound and still bleeding, several of the other Crimson Griffin crew similarly wounded. Denzel immediately hopped off his Zero and hurried over. “Can I heal that?”

“Sure,” said Colton, extending his arm. “Scars are sexy but only like five years after the fact.”

“You guys doing all right?” asked James, remaining atop his bike.

“Yeah, thanks to you.” Colton studied him. “How the hell you doing this, man? You some kinda saint? We’re all trying to keep up, but you keep hitting new powers and staying out front. Hella impressive.”

“I don’t know,” said James, wishing everybody wouldn’t stare so. “Just… lucky, I guess.”

“Just lucky.” Colton snorted, then sighed as Denzel’s healing washed over his arm. “Ah, that’s better. Thanks, bro.” He flexed his fingers, then patted his huge curly fro into place. “What a mess. But we did it, yeah? That was the Fourth Wave?”

“That was the Fourth Wave,” agreed James. “I’m going to go check in on Ivory Hydra. Excuse me.”

Denzel and Serenity stayed behind, the rest of Crimson Griffin coming up to ask about the Ma Deuce she had over one shoulder, and he heard Serenity explain how she’d just dumped all her points into Strength so that she could carry it around from now on.

Still, it was crazy impressive. The Ma Deuce was eighty pounds even without the tripod. Serenity was getting strong.

He tooled over to the far side of the intersection and found Ivory Hydra gathered around their two fallen members.

One was Luca, the other Esme.

The sight of her body hit him like a fist to the heart. A Nem2 had torn her throat right out, leaving her neck a lacerated mass of gleaming white and crimson. But her face was untouched, her expression startled, pale, with strands of her thick hair before her features.

“There were too many,” said a lean young man, his voice raw. “Her circle broke and they went for her. Like they knew she was the best of us.”

James eased the kickstand down and walked unsteadily over to the bodies. “I was just here,” he said, the protest in his voice faint. “I was just talking to her.”

Nobody said anything.

James felt his gut curdle. Esme had been just a kid. Why had he let her lead this team? Because she was the most powerful ranker? Was that justification? They weren’t none of them soldiers. None of them except for Becca had been through anything like boot camp or trained how to fight in a war. He looked around the faces and saw shock, fear, and grief on all of them.

They were waiting for him to say something.

To make this right.

James looked back down at Esme and tried to swallow. His throat was too dry, the knot in it too thick.

“I’m sorry,” he rasped, to Esme, to everyone that had fallen. “You deserved better.”

He stood and walked back to his bike.

“That’s it?” demanded the lean young man, his eyes flashing with anger. “That’s all you got?”

James swung a leg over the bike and then just sat there, studying his hands. They were dark with blood. He couldn’t remember where it had come from. Wasn’t his.

“Yeah,” he said at last, looking up and meeting the man’s glare. “That’s all I got. Sorry.” And he turned the Zero and drove away.


Chapter 57:

Upgrades

Serenity watched him drive up, losing track of what she was saying even as he parked his bike just outside the crowd’s radius.

“…which is awesome ’cause by that point, I was totally shooting out the barrel, and my new Benediction… hold on. Excuse me, folks.” She set the Ma Deuce down, slipped between the members of Crimson Griffin, and took James by the arm. “Come on.”

“What?” He pulled back. “We’ve got shit to do. Where we going?”

“Come on.” And she pulled on his arm hard enough that he stumbled and came after her.

“Damn,” he said. “What’s your strength stat at?”

“What’s gotten into you?” She led him back up 6th Avenue a distance, leaving the fortified area behind.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean you’re looking like a half-drowned dog that’s feeling all sorry for itself. We just fought off the Fourth Wave. The Fourth Wave. Why do you look like you just heard your mother’s got cancer?”

James sighed and turned away. “Look, it’s nothing.”

Serenity moved back in front of him, ducking her head so as to catch his gaze. “It’s not nothing. What is it? The people dying? The lost teams?”

“What if it is?”

“I dunno, I mean, that sucks?” She shrugged. “But what do you think this is, James? A fucking tea party? People gonna die. That’s all there is to it.”

James snorted. “Just like that.”

Serenity snapped her fingers. “Just like that. Hell, we’re all probably gonna die, sooner than later. Nemesis 17 or whatever, shows up looking like Godzilla, goodbye Manhattan. Tell me you’ve seen that movie.”

“It’s just that…” He struggled to put his pain into words.

“Just that what?” Again she moved her head to catch his gaze. “You feel responsible?”

“Esme, the leader of Ivory Hydra. I pulled her back onto her feet, got her head back in the game. I made her fight. And now she’s dead.” His throat started to close up. “That’s fucking with me.”

Serenity put her fists on her hips and considered him. “You’re an arrogant softy. It’s the worst combination.”

He blinked. “Arrogant?”

“Yeah, thinking you can keep everyone alive. I mean, fuck—James. You were dropping lightning bolts. You saved our asses back there, right till I got my everlasting ammo and became a queen of the battlefield. And you tore over here like a bat out of hell and probably saved these people too, right?”

He hesitated.

“You did, they just told me all about it. You rode up, dropped a divine deuce, then regrouped Ivory, then rode back through the demons, throwing Sacred Strikes, and eased on out. James, they’re in awe of you over there.”

“Well…” He wanted to protest some more, but it sounded petulant even to himself. “Fuck, Serenity. I used to be an EMT. I wanted to save people. I still do. It’s… it’s not something I know how to handle.”

“OK, so quit.”

He stared at her. “What?”

She shrugged pointedly, making a face. “Just quit. Bjørn is fucking itching to take over. Hand him the reins, tell Hackworth you’re out, and find a nice apartment to watch TV in till the world ends. I’ll make sure to send you some Manna bread every few days.”

His expression soured.

“No? Not appealing? Then fucking toughen up.” She punched him in the shoulder. “Yeah this is hard. Do I feel bad for Esme? Sure. She seemed like a nice kid. But she died doing a good thing, i.e., killing demons. And last I recall, she wanted to be here. So sure, it’s sad that’s she dead, but there’s a fucking apocalypse going on. We don’t get to mope.”

Again James went to protest, but instead, he scowled and stared at the ground.

“We don’t get to mope, James. Especially not you. Other people can panic, get scared, freak out. You? You need to be strong for them. So that when shit goes sideways, they can say to themselves, ‘James is still here, he’s still going, we got this.’”

“Fine.”

“Get your shit together. There’s a lot more coming, and a lot more people are going to die. You’re going to send people to do stuff - and they’ll die. Ask these military guys, the captains or whatever. That’s the price of being in charge.”

“Yeah.” He inhaled deeply and looked around the avenue, not really seeing anything in particular but getting his shit together. “You’re right. I got it. Thanks.”

“You got it?”

“I got it.”

“You sure?” He held her gaze until she nodded curtly. “Good. So let’s head back and show people that Blue Light is still doing its shit. If the Fourth Wave is over, we need to regroup, re-assess casualties, and figure out next steps.”

“Like crushing the hives,” said James, nodding. “Right.” Serenity turned to go. “Serenity?”

She looked back.

“Thanks.”

She grinned. “No problem. You big arrogant softy.”

He laughed under his breath and followed her back.

END OF BOOK 1


Book 2!

I’m happy to say that this entire trilogy is finished and will be released in its entirety in 2023. You can grab a copy of Book 2 now and Book 3 will drop this Fall.

Also, please consider rating and reviewing Dawn of the Void on Amazon.

It’s no exaggeration to say that millions of books are published every year. I’ve little hope of getting Dawn of the Void in front of readers without your help, so if you have a moment, I’d truly appreciate your writing a review or leaving a rating.

Regardless, I hope you enjoyed the heck out of this story and are excited for the sequel. Thanks again for giving Dawn of the Void a chance.

Cheers,

Phil Tucker
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